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A  Note  About  This  Volume 

At  50,  Boston-born  Gamaliel  Bradford  (1863-1932) 
won  literary  renown  with  a  biography  of  Robert  E. 
Lee.  Between  1917  and  1932  he  produced  thirteen 
additional  volumes  of  “psychographs,”  most  success¬ 
fully  as  collections  of  short  sketches  with  penetrating 
interpretations  of  prosaic  data  that  reveal  the  spirit  of 
his  subjects.  “Wives”  focuses  on  women  who  often  in 
all  but  fame,  were  the  equals  of  their  husbands  and 
fathers— Abraham  Lincoln,  Benedict  Arnold,  Aaron 
Burr,  James  Madison,  Jefferson  Davis,  Benjamin  But¬ 
ler  and  James  G.  Blaine— whose  roles  in  history  rescued 
them  from  obscurity. 
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PREFACE 


In  a  previous  volume,  entitled  “Portraits  of 
American  Women,”  I  discussed  a  group  of  women 
who  were  mainly  notable  for  their  own  achieve¬ 
ments,  quite  independent  of  the  other  sex.  Five  of 
them  were  unmarried.  Two,  Mrs.  Ripley  and  Mrs. 
Stowe,  had  husbands,  but  they  were  rather  inci¬ 
dental.  Mrs.  President  Adams  alone  owed  her 
reputation  to  her  marriage,  though  she  had  quite 
enough  in  her  own  character  and  intelligence  to 
justify  it.  With  this  book  the  case  is  different,  and 
the  women  portrayed  in  it  would  probably  have 
lived  quiet,  utterly  unknown  lives  except  for  their 
masculine  connections,  unless  Sarah  Butler  might 
have  succeeded  in  making  a  name  for  herself  on 
the  stage.  Theodosia  Burr  owes  her  historical 
position  to  her  father,  although  she  was  a  wife 
and  an  interesting  one,  and  the  remaining  six  to 
their  husbands.  Yet  it  is  curious  that,  in  every 
instance  except  that  of  Mrs.  Lincoln,  one  gets  an 
indefinable  sense  of  full  equality  with  the  husband, 
and  in  one  or  two  instances  a  sense  of  decided 
superiority.  One  is  reminded  of  the  striking  pas¬ 
sage  in  which  Henry  Adams  insists  to  some  of  his 
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distinguished  friends  that  the  American  woman  is 
distinctly  superior  to  the  American  man:  “  ‘Has 
not  my  sister  here  more  sense  than  my  brother 
Brooks?  Is  not  Bessie  worth  two  of  Bay  [Lodge]  ? 
Wouldn’t  we  all  elect  Mrs.  Lodge  Senator  against 
Cabot?  Would  the  President  have  a  ghost  of  a 
chance  if  Mrs.  Roosevelt  ran  against  him?  Do  you 
want  to  stop  at  the  Embassy,  on  your  way  home, 
and  ask  which  would  run  it  best — Herbert  or  his 
wife?’  The  men  laughed  a  little — not  much.  Each 
probably  made  allowance  for  his  own  wife  as  an 
unusually  superior  woman.  Some  one  afterward 
remarked  that  these  half  dozen  women  were  not  a 
fair  average.  Adams  replied  that  the  half  dozen 
men  were  above  all  possible  average;  he  could  not 
lay  his  hands  on  another  half  dozen  their  equals.” 
The  brilliant  author  of  the  Education  is  here  in¬ 
dulging,  to  some  extent,  in  his  habitual  rhetoric. 
All  the  same,  it  must  be,  admitted  that  the  women 
analyzed  in  these  pages  assist  his  contention  most 
interestingly. 

I  must  acknowledge  my  debt  for  constant  and 
varied  helpfulness  to  the  Librarian  of  the  Boston 
Athenaeum  and  his  efficient  staff.  The  authorities 
of  the  Massachusetts  Historical  Society,  the  Boston 
Public  Library,  and  the  Harvard  College  Li¬ 
brary  have  granted  me  exceptional  favors.  I  am 
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under  obligations  to  an  unusually  long  list  of  cor¬ 
respondents.  In  my  investigations  for  Mrs.  Lin¬ 
coln  I  have  received  valuable  aid  from  Rev. 
William  E.  Barton,  Mr.  Nicholas  Vachel  Lindsay, 
Professor  N.  W.  Stephenson,  Miss  Mary  E.  Hum¬ 
phrey,  Mrs.  Francis  P.  Ide.  For  Mrs.  Davis, 
Miss  Susan  B.  Harrison,  the  able  Curator  of  the 
Confederate  Museum  in  Richmond,  has  allowed 
me  the  use  of  material  from  the  Jefferson  Hayes 
Davis  collection  and  has  herself  most  kindly  exam¬ 
ined  that  material  and  made  copies.  A  similar 
service  has  been  performed  by  Dr.  Douglas  Free¬ 
man.  Professor  Stephenson  has  assisted  me  also 
in  my  study  of  Mrs.  Davis,  and  I  am  especially 
indebted  to  Mr.  Matthew  Page  Andrews,  Profes¬ 
sor  Pierce  Butler,  and  Professor  Walter  L.  Flem¬ 
ing,  also  to  Miss  Jennie  P.  Buford.  Through  the 
friendly  offices  of  Mr.  C.  K.  Bolton,  Mrs.  Laura 
E.  Richards,  and  Miss  Mary  C.  Sawyer  I  have 
obtained  much  important  information  regarding 
Mrs.  Blaine  from  Chief- Justice  L.  C.  Cornish, 
Mr.  Samuel  Manley,  Mr.  Norman  L.  Bassett,  Mr. 
Edward  Nelson  Dingley,  Mr.  Louis  Addison  Dent, 
Mrs.  John  Cummings,  Mrs.  Eugene  Hale.  To 
all  these  I  wish  to  express  my  most  appreciative 
thanks. 

Gamaliel  Bradford 

Wellesley  Hills,  Massachusetts. 

•  •  • 
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I 

CONFESSIONS  OF  A  BIOGRAPHER 


Wives  of  great  men  all  remind  us. 

We  can  make  our  lives  sublime. 

Longfellow  (slightly  emended) 


We  women  were  the  last  of  GocFs  works:  you 
feel  that  He  was  tired . 


French  Comedy 
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CONFESSIONS  OF  A  BIOGRAPHER 

Biogbaphy  is  much  in  fashion  at  present.  The 
brilliant  and  fascinating  studies  of  Mr.  Strachey 
have  been  accompanied  and  followed  by  all  kinds 
of  biographical  efforts,  some  superficial  and  gos¬ 
sipy,  some  heavily  documented  and  tedious,  some 
winging  their  way  gayly  through  a  current  public¬ 
ity  and  popularity,  some  treated  with  respect  and 
stowed  safely  on  the  shelf,  to  afford  curious  infor¬ 
mation  to  a  posterity  which  may,  or  may  not,  be  too 
busy  to  look  for  it.  But  nearly  everything  bio¬ 
graphical  finds  readers,  much  of  it  many  readers; 
and  it  almost  seems  as  if  even  the  horde  and  herd 
of  devourers  of  fiction  was  partially  sated  with  its 
favorite  diet  and  was  turning  instinctively  to  an 
order  of  reading  which  at  least  professes  to  be 
somewhat  more  veracious.  Not  that  fiction  also 
does  not  fundamentally  depend  upon  human  truth. 
So  far  as  it  is  based  upon  such  truth  it  really  holds 
readers,  and  they  soon  turn  from  it  indifferently 

when  such  truth  is  far  away.  Still,  there  is  a 
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charm  about  the  actual  lives  of  men  and  women, 
people  who  have  had  known  names,  who  have 
walked  the  solid  earth  with  solid  tread,  who  have 
suffered  and  struggled  and  hoped  and  loved  and 
lied  and  laughed  as  we  have.  Such  is  the  matter 
of  biography,  and,  being  made  of  such  stuff,  it 
will  always  have  the  most  vivid  appeal  of  any  form 
of  serious  literature. 

People  are  apt  to  think  that  biography  is  also 
an  easy  form  of  literature  to  write.  A  man  is  born 
and  grows  up  and  marries— or  not — and  acts  and 
speaks  and  dies.  All  you  have  to  do  is  to  pick  up 
the  facts  and  set  them  down.  It  sounds  simple 
enough ;  so  that  people  write  biographies  who  never 
write  anything  else  and  obviously  never  could.  All 
the  same,  there  are  difficulties.  Perhaps  one  who 
has  wrestled  with  these  for  a  considerable  number 
of  years  and  has  found  them  so  immense  that  he  is 
hopelessly  discontented  with  his  results,  may  be 
pardoned  for  dwelling  upon  a  few  of  them. 

To  begin  with,  there  is  the  purely  artistic  diffi¬ 
culty.  The  biography  must  be  made  interesting, 
must  be  made  beautiful,  must  be  a  well  composed, 
designed,  combined,  and  finished  performance.  It 
is  not  enough  to  string  facts  together  in  a  dis¬ 
ordered  multiplicity.  The  biographer  must  select, 

weigh,  discard.  He  must  omit  nothing  that  is 
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essential  to  the  understanding  and  estimating  of 
his  subject;  he  must  introduce  nothing  that  dis¬ 
tracts.  He  must  make  a  clear,  direct,  vivid  nar¬ 
rative,  one  that  is  rich  with  suggested  background 
of  antecedent,  connection,  and  consequence,  yet  is 
not  hampered  or  clogged  by  the  irrelevant  episodes 
and  characters  that  are  perpetually  teasing  and 
tempting  him  aside.  It  is  no  easy  matter  to  com¬ 
bine  veracity  and  vivacity.  As  Mr.  Strachey, 
whose  success  is  so  notable,  admirably  says:  “The 
most  delicate  and  humane  of  all  the  branches  of 
the  art  of  writing  has  been  relegated  to  the  journey¬ 
men  of  letters;  we  do  not  realize  that  it  is  perhaps 
as  difficult  to  write  a  good  life  as  to  live  one.” 

But  this  difficulty  of  artistic  handling  is  the 
smallest  part  of  a  biographer’s  troubles,  so  small 
that  he  must  leave  it  to  the  providence  of  God, 
knowing  that  if  Heaven  has  not  endowed  him  with 
an  instinctive  gift  for  it,  he  has  simply  got  into  the 
wrong  business.  There  are  other  matters  to  which 
he  has  to  give  early  and  undivided  attention,  if  he 
is  to  take  care  of  them  properly. 

First,  there  are  what  we  may  call  the  subjective 
difficulties,  those  that  are  inherent  in  the  mind  and 
temper  of  the  writer  himself.  It  is  customary  to 
speak  of  partial  and  impartial  biographies.  There 

are  no  impartial  biographies,  or  histories,  either; 
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there  are  only  some  that  are  less  partial  than  others. 
The  man  does  not  exist  who  can  write  on  any  sub¬ 
ject  without  preconception,  without  postconception 
with  a  complete  absence  of  personal  bias  which 
sways  him  to  one  judgment  or  another.  In  fact, 
the  best  biographies  are  apt  to  be  those  that  are 
written  with  a  considerable  amount  of  bias,  for  or 
against.  To  begin  with,  there  are  the  general 
prejudices  of  race,  creed,  politics,  social  training 
and  position,  which  no  man  ever  escapes  entirely. 
You  may  recognize  these,  you  may  endeavor  to 
discount  them ;  in  that  case  the  result  is,  as  often  as 
not,  that  you  go  to  the  other  extreme  in  the  effort 
to  be  perfectly  fair.  If  one  may  cite  oneself,  I  have 
been  struggling  for  years  now  to  arrive  at  an  im¬ 
partial  estimate  of  Benjamin  F.  Butler.  Before 
I  studied  him  at  all,  my  mind  was  so  inrooted  and 
enwrapped  with  prejudices  in  regard  to  him,  that 
it  seemed  impossible  ever  to  disentangle  it.  I  don’t 
know  that  I  have  disentangled  it.  I  may  have 
reacted  against  the  original  prejudice  too  much. 
In  any  event,  the  result,  when  I  came  to  portray 
him,  did  not  satisfy  his  enemies  or  his  friends,  and 
certainly  not  me. 

Again,  apart  from  these  original  preconceptions, 
any  biographer  who  is  at  all  sensitive  will  quickly 

arrive  at  a  personal  feeling  about  his  subject. 
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which  is  almost  sure  to  distort  the  abstract  justice 
of  his  conclusions.  Our  lives  are  made  up  of  likes 
and  dislikes,  which  we  cannot  explain,  and  exactly 
these  instinctive  attractions  and  repulsions  are 
almost  certain  to  play  the  deuce  with  biography. 
If  I  may  again  illustrate  personally,  I  knew  noth¬ 
ing  of  Charles  Sumner  before  I  came  to  write  of 
him,  had  no  established  prejudice,  unless  very 
mildly  in  favor.  But  as  soon  as  I  got  into  his 
soul — if  he  had  one — he  irritated  me.  I  knew 
that  he  was  an  excellent  man,  a  man  of  large 
philanthropy  and  solid  patriotism.  I  tried  to 
emphasize  these  things.  I  did  emphasize  them. 
All  the  same,  he  irritated  me,  and  the  irritation  got 
into  my  portrait.  S<)  with  Frances  Willard.  She 
was  a  splendid  woman,  only  I  could  not  bear  her, 
would  have  walked  miles  to  avoid  meeting  her,  and 
that  got  into  my  portrait,  too.  But  there  was  Aaron 
Burr,  one  of  the  most  vicious,  dangerous,  disrep¬ 
utable  figures  in  American  history.  Yet  most 
people  loved  Aaron  Burr,  especially  most  women, 
and  so  did  I.  I  couldn’t  help  it.  And  even  while 
I  portrayed  his  weaknesses  as  vividly  as  I  knew 
how,  I  was  apologizing  for  them  against  my  will. 

Still  another  subjective  element  that  works 
against  impartiality  is  the  natural  instinct  of  the 

writer  to  heighten  lights  and  shadows  merely  for 
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artistic  effect.  Whether  you  like  the  figure  you 
are  drawing  or  dislike  it,  you  are  tempted  to 
emphasize  good  and  bad  qualities  beyond  the  truth, 
simply  to  impress  the  reader  and  make  a  telling 
picture.  Everyone  appreciates  how  intensely  this 
temptation  beset  Macaulay,  and  how  prone  he  was 
to  yield  to  it.  But  no  biographer  escapes  it  alto¬ 
gether.  Even  the  judicious  and  controlled  Sainte- 
Beuve  complains  bitterly  that  exaggeration  is  the 
perpetual  danger.  It  is  so  easy  to  use  a  strong 
adjective  unqualified,  so  easy  to  make  a  white  vir¬ 
tue  out  of  a  casual  complacency,  or  to  turn  a 
regretted  and  forgotten  error  into  a  blasting  sin. 

So  much  for  the  difficulties  inherent  in  the  writer 
himself.  There  are  others  in  the  man  written  about, 
quite  as  serious  and  perhaps  even  more  subtle  and 
perplexing.  Evidently  little  biography  is  written 
from  direct  personal  knowledge  of  the  subject  him¬ 
self,  and  that  little  is  rarely  of  the  most  satisfactory 
sort.  Biographers  in  general  have  to  rely  mainly 
upon  documents,  either  printed  or  manuscript. 
Printed  material  can  never  be  relied  upon  with 
entire  assurance.  What  was  printed  before  the 
middle  of  the  nineteenth  century  can  rarely  be 
relied  upon  with  any  assurance  at  all.  The  liber¬ 
ties  taken  by  older  editors  in  the  reproduction  of 

historical  manuscripts  are  enough  to  shake  one’s 
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confidence  in  human  nature,  if  one  ever  had  any. 
Yet  the  original  manuscripts  have  often  been 
destroyed  and  in  almost  all  cases  are  difficult  to 
consult  and  to  deal  with. 

But  suppose  we  have  an  abundance  of  material; 
and  we  usually  have  too  great  an  abundance  of  it, 
such  as  it  is.  This  material  divides  into  what  the 
man  tells  us  of  himself,  either  in  speech  or  in  writ¬ 
ing,  and  what  is  told  of  him  by  others.  The  esti¬ 
mate  of  others  is  often  interesting  and  valuable, 
always  taking  into  account  the  personal  idiosyn¬ 
crasy  of  the  reporter,  his  greater  or  less  degree  of 
intimacy  with  the  subject,  his  power  of  impartial 
observation,  and  his  natural  sympathy  or  repulsion 
for  the  temperament  discussed.  The  trouble  with 
these  external  witnesses  is  that  they  rarely  agree 
and  often  actually  contradict  each  other,  and  then 
what  is  a  puzzled  biographer  to  do?  Take  Lin¬ 
coln:  in  the  enormous  mass  of  testimony  that 
comes  to  us  about  him  there  are  verdicts  of  equally 
good  judges  that  conflict  entirely.  Is  one  to  reject 
both,  or  accept  both  and  make  some  awkward 
endeavor  to  reconcile  them?  So  with  Woodrow 
Wilson  and  the  numerous  documents  that  are  daily 
appearing  from  those  who  have  known  him  inti¬ 
mately.  From  one  set  we  should  get  an  entirely 

different  picture  of  the  man  from  that  given  by 
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the  other.  It  requires  fine  tact  and  thoughtful 
balancing  to  achieve  a  composite  result  that  will 
do  injustice  to  neither  side. 

When  we  come  to  a  man’s  testimony  about 
himself,  we  have  to  deal  either  with  spoken  words 
recorded  by  others,  or  with  his  own  actual  writing. 
The  first  source  of  information  is  obviously  of  great 
importance,  but  must  be  used  with  extreme  cau¬ 
tion.  History  and  biography  are  full  of  quoted 
sayings,  and  these  are  often  so  pregnant  and  sug¬ 
gestive  that  the  temptation  to  employ  them  is 
almost  irresistible.  Yet  we  must  remember  that 
they  are  seldom  taken  down  on  the  spot,  are  usually 
recorded  from  memory  a  considerable  time  after 
they  were  uttered,  and  often  by  persons  whose 
memory  is  anything  but  trained  to  exactitude.  It 
is  rare  that  any  of  us  can  reproduce  his  own  words 
after  a  few  hours’  interval,  rare  indeed  that  we  can 
reproduce  another’s.  Yet  writers  of  diaries  and 
letters  will  set  down  long  conversations  in  quota¬ 
tion  marks,  and  these  are  repeated  and  handed 
on  in  history  as  an  exact  record  of  the  utterance 
of  celebrated  persons,  when  the  said  celebrated 
persons  would  probably  disown  a  large  part  of 
them  in  disgust.  The  Goncourts  were  most  care¬ 
fully  trained  and  disciplined  observers  and  listen¬ 
ers;  yet  Renan  and  others  declared  that  their 
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conversations,  as  recorded  in  the  Goncourts’ 
Journal,  belied  them  utterly. 

When  we  come  to  what  a  man  has  himself  actu¬ 
ally  written,  we  are  on  surer  ground.  At  least  we 
know  what  he  said.  Then  comes  the  question  of 
what  he  meant  to  say,  whether  he  is  deliberately 
deceiving  us,  whether  he  was  unconsciously  deceiv¬ 
ing  himself,  and  the  puzzle  becomes  more  complex 
than  ever,  and  we  are  quite  at  sea  again.  What  is 
perhaps  most  interesting  of  all  is  the  varying  in¬ 
stinct  of  self -revelation  in  different  persons.  Take 
the  two  extremes.  Take  a  writer  like  Pepys,  who 
has  an  actual  genius  for  turning  his  soul  inside 
out,  whose  every  page  and  almost  every  phrase  is 
laden  with  spiritual  significance.  And  then  take 
a  man  like  General  Lee,  of  far  profounder  and 
infinitely  more  interesting  nature  than  Pepys,  but 
a  man  who  instinctively  keeps  all  the  secrets  of  his 
heart  hid  away  so  deeply  that  it  is  only  by  the 
most  patient  search  and  the  most  watchful  observa¬ 
tion  that  you  can  get  a  glimpse  of  it  at  all.  Take 
two  other  men  of  great  intellectual  power  and 
great  prominence  in  the  world’s  history,  Voltaire 
and  Thomas  Jefferson.  Both  were  vast  letter- 
writers,  perhaps  the  greatest  whose  correspondence 
has  been  preserved  to  us,  Voltaire  leaving  some 

ten  thousand  letters,  and  Jefferson  nearer  twenty. 
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Voltaire’s  letters,  even  the  most  insignificant,  glitter 
and  sparkle  with  life,  the  life  of  Voltaire;  Jeffer¬ 
son’s  are  dull,  roll  on  with  a  wide,  unchecked  gar¬ 
rulity,  but  have  very  rarely  any  revelation  of  the 
man’s  soul. 

So  much  for  the  material,  and  I  hope  I  have  made 
sufficiently  plain  what  the  biographer’s  difficulties 
are  in  dealing  with  the  substance  of  his  work.  But 
even  when  the  material  is  given,  there  remains  the 
hardest  part  of  the  task,  that  of  interpretation. 
It  is  little  to  know  the  facts,  although  we  never  do 
know  them;  we  must  also  know  what  they  mean. 
In  other  words,  the  real  object  of  the  biographer, 
all  that  deeply  and  permanently  interests  him,  is 
the  analysis  and  synthesis  of  his  subject’s  character. 
What  is  character?  Simply  the  sum  of  qualities. 
And  what  are  qualities?  So  far  as  the  external 
observer  is  concerned,  they  are  the  generalization 
of  habits  of  speech  and  action.  An  honest  man  is 
one  who  does  honest  things.  A  mean  man  is  one 
who  does  mean  things.  A  strenuous  man  is  one  who 
does  strenuous  things.  Now,  as  we  all,  at  some 
time  or  other,  do  things  honest  and  dishonest,  mean 
and  generous,  strenuous  and  indolent,  and  so  on 
without  end,  it  will  readily  be  seen  how  immensely 
difficult  is  the  task  of  determining  what  tendency 

is  sufficiently  fixed  to  constitute  a  quality.  It  is 
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this  eomplication,  this  variance,  this  perpetual  shift 
and  change  in  the  complexion  of  men’s  souls, 
largely,  that  causes  the  untruth  of  history,  that 
keeps  the  unthinking  perpetually  at  odds  over  the 
solidity  of  greatness,  that  makes  us  forever  unable 
to  determine  the  enduring  worth  of  glory  or  the 
substantial  permanence  of  human  example.  Though 
all  his  materials  were  assured  and  guaranteed,  were 
fixed  and  solid  and  reliable,  as  they  never  are,  the 
biographer  would  have  no  confidence  in  his  own 
work  or  in  that  of  others,  because  between  the 
material  and  the  result  there  comes  always  this 
insuperable  difficulty  of  the  interpretation  which  no 
perseverance,  no  ingenuity,  no  insight  can  ever 
make  binding  or  absolute. 

In  view  of  all  these  complicated  troubles  it  might 
naturally  be  supposed  that  the  biographer  would 
give  up.  But  he  cannot.  The  fascination  of  his 
task  is  incomparable  and  grows  with  his  deeper 
comprehension  of  its  growing  difficulty.  Of  all  the 
studies  of  the  world  there  is  none  more  absorbing 
than  this  of  the  individual  soul.  The  fascination 
of  writers  and  readers  both  depends  upon  the 
fact  that  they  themselves  are  individual  souls, 
and  this  grave  and  subtle  complexity,  which  affects 
the  men  and  women  they  read  about,  affects  them¬ 
selves  also.  We  must  study  human  souls  in  order 

13 


WIVES 


to  live.  Our  world  is  made  up  of  them,  and  we 
cannot  take  a  step  or  draw  a  breath  without  some 
dependence  upon  their  interactions  and  reactions. 
Every  living  human  being  is  a  biographer  from 
childhood,  in  that  he  perpetually  studies  the  souls  of 
those  about  him,  detects  with  keen  and  curious 
thought  the  resemblances  and  differences  between 
those  souls  and  that  still  more  present  and  puzzling 
entity,  his  own,  and  weighs  with  the  most  anxious 
care  the  bearing  and  effect  of  others’  thoughts  and 
actions  upon  his  own  life.  It  is  this  immediate  per¬ 
sonal  concern  that  accounts  for  our  passionate  in¬ 
terest  in  formal  biography.  The  interest  is  natural 
and  human  and  enduring;  it  can  never  die.  Only, 
it  must  be  remembered  that  no  biography  is  to  be 
accepted  as  final.  At  least,  that  is  the  conclusion  of 
one  humble  and  insignificant  biographer  as  to  his 
own  work,  and  his  haunting  suspicion  as  to  the 
work  of  others. 
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CHRONOLOGY 


Mary  Todd  Lincoln. 

Born,  Lexington,  Kentucky,  December  13,  1818. 
Educated  in  Kentucky  and  lived  there  till  18391 
Married  Lincoln,  November  4,  1842. 

Son  Willie  died,  1862. 

Lincoln  assassinated,  April  14,  1865. 

Son  Tad  died,  1871. 

Died,  July  16,  1882. 
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Kings  and  princes  are  in  the  habit  of  selecting 
their  wives,  or  having  them  selected,  with  a  view 
to  the  exalted  station  they  are  destined  to  occupy. 
Presidents  of  the  United  States  usually  marry 
young,  like  other  men,  and  do  not  arrive  at  the 
White  House  until*  they  are  old,  and  sometimes 
they  bring  with  them  partners  not  wholly  adapted 
to  such  a  conspicuous  career.  The  complication  in 
Lincoln’s  case  is  peculiar.  A  brilliant  but  uncouth 
and  almost  grotesque  lawyer  and  politician  from 
the  backwoods,  with  no  inherited  social  position  or 
distinction,  marries  a  showy,  popular  belle,  who 
considers  herself  an  aristocrat  in  the  limited  circle 
which  is  all  she  knows,  and  feels  that  she  is  con¬ 
descending  vastly  in  accepting  the  husband  whose 
only  asset  is  an  extremely  nebulous  future.  Then 
the  husband  shows  an  unexampled  capacity  for 
growth  and  development,  intellectual  and  spiritual, 
if  not  social,  and  the  wife,  remaining  to  the  end 
the  narrow  rural  aristocrat  she  was  in  the  begin- 
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ning,  is  decidedly  left  behind.  The  strange  destiny 
which  made  the  man  who  was  to  save  the  future  of 
American  democracy  a  typical  American  and  a 
typical  democrat  was  hardly  equal  to  making  him 
also  an  ideal  husband,  at  any  rate  an  ideal  husband 
for  such  a  wife.  Mrs.  Lincoln  married  Lincoln 
with  condescension  and  hope  that  he  might  rise  to 
her  level,  or  even  above  it.  He  did,  and  so  far  as 
to  be  altogether  beyond  her  limited  power  of  ascent. 
She  made  a  useful  helpmate  for  a  practical,  aggres¬ 
sive  lawyer  in  Springfield,  Illinois.  As  the  wife  of 
the  great,  dreaming,  smiling,  creating  democratic 
statesman  of  the  modern  world,  she  was  just  a 
trifle  over-parted. 

The  difficulty  of  getting  at  the  actual  Mrs.  Lin¬ 
coln  is  extraordinary  and  exasperating.  The  cloud 
of  anecdote  and  hearsay  and  gossip  which  envelops 
Lincoln  himself,  hangs  even  more  impenetrably 
about  her,  because  we  have  not  the  solid  substance 
of  her  own  words,  as  to  a  considerable  extent  we 
have  his.  There  are  but  a  few  of  her  letters  in 
print,  and  those  few  are  not  very  significant.  Many 
people  have  written  about  her,  but  they  contradict 
one  another,  and  misrepresent,  according  to  their 
own  prejudices  and  the  strange  passion  for  exalting 
Lincoln  by  either  elevating  or  debasing  everybody 

about  him.  How  unsatisfactory  the  materials  are 
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may  be  judged  from  the  fact  that  the  most  illumi¬ 
nating  document,  on  the  whole,  is  the  record  of  Mrs. 
Keckley,  the  colored  seamstress  at  the  White 
House.  Mrs.  Keckley  was  an  intelligent  observer, 
devoted  to  Mrs.  Lincoln,  and  admitted  to  many  inti¬ 
mate  scenes  and  experiences.  But  I  suppose  few 
women  would  care  to  have  their  lives  filtered  to 
posterity  through  such  a  record.  In  short,  I  can¬ 
not  ask  my  readers  to  give  implicit  belief  to  any¬ 
thing  I  say  about  Mrs.  Lincoln,  for  I  believe  very 
little  of  it  myself.  Yet  the  difficulty  of  investigat¬ 
ing  her  adds  to  the  fascination.  One  sighs  at  times 
for  such  superb  self -presentment  as  one  gets  in  the 
letters  of  Sarah  Butler  or  Harriet  Blaine.  But 
there  is  a  peculiar  pleasure  in  finding  little  hints 
and  threads  of  suggestion  and  following  them  out 
patiently,  even  when  they  seem  to  lead  nowhere. 

The  bare,  indisputable  facts  in  the  life  of  Mary 
Todd  Lincoln  are  few  and  simple.  She  was  born 
of  a  good  Kentucky  family,  in  1818,  ten  years  after 
her  husband.  In  1839  she  came  to  live  with  her 
sister,  Mrs.  Edwards,  in  Springfield.  After  a 
stormy  courtship  Lincoln  married  her  in  1842.  Her 
life  then  led  her  through  Illinois  law  and  politics 
to  the  White  House,  and  the  war,  and  the  culmi¬ 
nation  of  triumphant  peace.  All  the  triumph  and 

hope  were  blasted  by  the  assassination  of  her  hus- 
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band,  and  her  remaining  years,  in  spite  of  a  brief 
sojourn  in  Europe,  were  darkened  by  sorrow  and 
misfortune  till  a  temperament,  always  impulsive 
and  intense,  was  imbalanced  to  a  point  of  oddity 
approaching  and  at  times  reaching  actual  derange¬ 
ment.  She  died  in  1882. 

In  studying  Mrs.  Lincoln,  one  must  admit  that, 
while  it  is  possible  to  get  more  or  less  reliable 
accounts  of  her  external  interests  and  activity,  her 
inner  life  is  almost  hopelessly  obscure.  She  had 
apparently  a  very  good  education,  as  educations 
went  in  Southern  girls’  schools  in  the  middle  of  the 
nineteenth  century.  Mr.  Rankin  tells  us  that  “while 
a  resident  of  Springfield  before  and  after  her  mar¬ 
riage,  she  impressed  all  who  were  acquainted  with 
her  with  the  excellent  and  accurate  literary  taste 
she  had  acquired  by  education  and  general  reading, 
especially  in  history,  poetry,  and  fiction.”  1  Rut 
this  was  in  a  country  town  in  1840,  and  it  must  be 
remembered  here,  as  elsewhere,  that  we  are  dealing 
with  Mr.  Rankin’s  kindly  after-dinner  memory. 
Education  of  a  sort  Mrs.  Lincoln  certainly  had, 
education  superior  to  that  of  many  about  her,  and 
at  any  rate  far  superior  to  her  husband’s.  She 
had  also  a  nimble  gift  of  words,  and  wrote  with 
ease  when  she  wished.  Her  natural  intelligence 

was  unquestionably  shrewd,  quick,  and  keen.  With- 
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in  her  limits  she  saw  into  the  nature  of  things 
and  the  motives  of  men,  and  she  had  a  notable 
faculty  of  making  observations  upon  them,  often 
with  a  turn  of  wit  and  sarcasm  which  did  not  add 
to  her  popularity.  That  she  had  a  trace  of  the 
larger  humorous  attitude  seems  unlikely,  and  it  is 
still  more  unlikely  that  she  ever  grasped  or  enjoyed 
that  attitude  in  the  subtle,  pervading,  dissolving 
form  in  which  it  was  constantly  manifest  in  her 
husband.  The  element  of  Touchstone,  of  Charles 
Lamb,  the  instinct  of  remoteness,  of  detachment, 
even  in  the  midst  of  vast  tragic  passions,  perhaps 
most  precisely  in  the  midst  of  such,  of  illuminating 
them  with  the  strange  glory  of  laughter,  which 
was  so  haunting  and  so  fascinating  in  Lincoln,  evi¬ 
dently  annoyed  and  perplexed  her,  as  it  has  many 
other  excellent  people. 

If  she  read,  we  should  like  to  know  a  little  more 
definitely  what  she  read.  Mr.  Rankin  enlarges  on 
her  familiarity  with  French,  as  a  matter  of  both 
reading  and  speaking,  and  assures  us  that  she  read 
the  latest  French  literature.2  I  wonder  if  Sainte- 
Beuve  was  included  in  the  list.  I  doubt  it.  Victor 
Hugo  she  did  read,  which  perhaps  is  all  one  could 
expect.3  She  read  current  novels,  since  Lincoln 
writes  to  a  friend  in  regard  to  one,  “I  am  not  much 

of  a  reader  of  this  sort  of  literature;  but  my  wife 
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got  hold  of  the  volume  I  took  home,  read  it  half 
through  last  night,  and  is  greatly  interested  in  it.” 4 
She  liked  to  read  aloud ; 5  hut  what  I  should  be  glad 
to  know  is  whether  she  was  one  of  the  two  or  three 
to  whom  Lincoln  enjoyed  reading  aloud  in  quiet 
evenings;  yet  no  one  tells  us.6  And  in  the  middle 
of  an  agitated  night  he  used  to  traverse  the  White 
House  corridors  to  read  the  trifles  of  Tom  Hood  to 
his  sleepy  secretaries;  but  I  do  not  hear  that  he 
read  them  to  her. 

Again,  we  have  little  light  as  to  other  amusements 
of  an  intellectual  order.  There  is  no  sign  of  any 
considerable  aesthetic  interest.  Lincoln  liked  music, 
of  a  rather  rudimentary  type,  but  it  does  not  ap¬ 
pear  that  she  played  it  to  him.  She  does  not  seem 
to  have  cared  for  natural  objects.  Her  husband 
enjoyed  the  pet  goats  who  played  about  the  White 
House.  They  bored  her.7  She  liked  to  give  away 
the  flowers  from  the  conservatory,  but  I  do  not  read 
that  she  had  a  passion  for  them,  any  more  than  had 
Lincoln,  who  complained  that  he  had  “no  taste 
natural  or  acquired  for  such  things.”  8  One  pleas¬ 
ure  they  shared,  that  of  the  theater,  and  in  Wash¬ 
ington  they  were  able  to  indulge  this  till  it  culmi¬ 
nated  in  the  performance  that  was  ruinous  for  both. 

As  to  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  religion,  there  is  a  good 
deal  to  be  said  on  the  practical  side.  She  was  gen- 
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erous  and  kindly,  ready  to  help  and  to  give.  Stod¬ 
dard’s  account  of  her  hospital  visitation  during 
the  war  is  very  attractive.9  She  made  no  display, 
sought  no  publicity  whatever,  but  just  went  and 
gave  and  sympathized.  In  regard  to  the  higher  ele¬ 
ments  of  spiritual  life  she  was  probably  rather  con¬ 
ventional,  though  she  was  a  faithful  member  of  the 
Episcopal,  and  then  of  the  Presbyterian,  Church, 
and  Doctor  Barton  thinks  that  after  her  boy 
Willie’s  death  she  had  some  profounder  religious 
experience.  It  may  seem  a  trifling  matter  to  note, 
but  Mrs.  Keckley’s  record  of  the  ejaculation,  “God, 
no!”  as  habitual  seems  to  me  singularly  indicative 
of  the  woman. 

I  cannot  think  that  there  was  much  spiritual 
sympathy  between  her  and  her  husband.  We  have, 
to  be  sure,  Whitney’s  delightful  sentence,  “They 
were  en  rapport  in  all  the  higher  objects  of 
being.” 10  I  do  not  believe  that  anybody  was 
really  “en  rapport "  with  Lincoln  in  such  mat¬ 
ters,  and  I  certainly  do  not  believe  his  wife  was. 
They  both  had,  indeed,  a  superstitious  turn  of  mind, 
and  when  the  husband  had  dreams  of  horror  and 
foreboding,  the  wife  was  ready  to  accept  and  inter¬ 
pret  them.  But,  in  Mr.  Stephenson’s  admirable 

phrase,  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  soul  “inhabited  the  obvi- 
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ous.” 11  The  remote,  gloomy  spiritual  regions 
haunted  by  him,  whether  he  was  smiling  or  pray¬ 
ing,  were  hardly  likely  to  be  visited  by  her.  Thou¬ 
sands  of  pages  have  been  written  about  Lincoln’s 
religion;  but  he  still  smiles  and  remains  impene¬ 
trable.  He  practiced  with  God  the  same  superb, 
shrewd  opportunism  by  which,  as  contrasted  with 
the  dogmatic  idealism  of  Jefferson  Davis,  he  saved 
the  American  Union.  With  him,  if  ever  with  any¬ 
one,  it  seems  a  case  for  remembering  Lamb’s  re¬ 
mark,  which  Lincoln  would  have  thoroughly 
enjoyed,  that  he  was  determined  his  children  should 
“be  brought  up  in  their  father’s  religion- — if  they 
can  find  out  what  it  is.”  12  Yet  it  is  curious  that, 
after  all,  the  practical,  unmystical  wife  should  have 
given  us  what  is  perhaps  the  very  best  summary 
on  this  point  (italics  mine) :  “Mr.  Lincoln  had  no 
faith  and  no  hope  in  the  usual  acceptation  of  those 
words.  He  never  joined  a  church;  but  still,  as  I 
believe,  he  was  a  religious  man  by  nature.  .  .  .  But 
it  was  a  kind  of  poetry  in  his  nature ,  and  he  was 
never  a  technical  Christian.”  13  Excellent  example 
of  the  keen  common  sense  of  the  woman  who  under¬ 
stands  even  where  she  is  wholly  unable  to  appre¬ 
ciate.  And  we  come  across  this  with  Mrs.  Lincoln 
at  every  turn. 
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II 

In  dealing  with  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  external  life  we 
are  on  somewhat  surer  ground,  though  not  much, 
for  still  the  cloud  of  intangible  gossip  is  likely  to 
mislead  us.  Socially  it  is  evident  that  she  was  ambi¬ 
tious  and  eager  for  success.  On  the  whole,  it  cannot 
be  said  that  she  achieved  it.  Her  appearance  was  by 
no  means  against  her.  Her  face,  in  the  photo¬ 
graphs,  is  to  me  totally  without  charm.  It  is  a 
positive,  aggressive  face,  without  a  ray  of  sensitive¬ 
ness  in  it.  But,  even  in  the  heaviness  of  later 
years,  she  had  a  certain  formal  beauty  and  dignity, 
both  of  face  and  figure,  and  could  bear  herself  well. 
It  would  seem  that  she  dressed  with  taste,  though 
at  times  too  ostentatiously,  and  Lincoln  objected 
to  her  extreme  low  necks.14  As  regards  this  matter 
of  clothes  I  cannot  resist  quoting  one  passage,  both 
because  it  is  one  of  the  few  touches  of  real  self- 
revelation  that  we  have  from  her  own  pen  and 
because  it  is  so  thoroughly  hmnan.  Three  years 
after  her  husband’s  death  she  writes  to  Mrs.  Keck- 
ley;  “I  am  positively  dying  with  a  broken  heart, 
and  the  probability  is  that  I  shall  be  living  but  a 
very  short  time.  May  we  all  meet  in  a  better  world, 
where  such  grief  is  unknown.  Write  me  all  about 
yourself.  I  should  like  you  to  have  about  four  black 
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widow’s  caps,  just  such  as  I  had  made  in  the  fall  in 
New  York,  sent  to  me.  .  .  .  The  probability  is  that 
I  shall  need  few  more  clothes;  my  rest,  I  am  in¬ 
clined  to  believe,  is  near  at  hand  ”  15 

There  are  pleasant  accounts  of  the  Lincoln  hospi¬ 
tality  in  Springfield.  As  to  what  happened  in  the 
White  House  observers  differ.  But  it  must  be 
remembered  that  few  hostesses  have  been  subjected 
to  such  cruel  criticism  as  Mrs.  Lincoln  had  to  meet. 
Those  who  watched  her  impartially,  like  W.  H. 
Bussell,16  Bancroft,17  and  Laugel,18  report  in  the 
main  favorably,  though  it  is  noticeable  that  they 
are  inclined  to  speak  of  her  as  better  than  they 
expected.  The  truth  is,  her  ardent  and  impulsive 
temper  made  her  tactless  and  uncertain.  People 
could  not  count  upon  her,  and  it  is  said  that  she 
changed  her  intimates  and  social  advisers  too  fre¬ 
quently.19  The  basis  of  her  social  zeal  was  rather 
an  intense  ambition  than  a  broad  human  sympathy, 
and  for  the  widest  popularity  and  success  the  latter 
is  indispensable.  Then  it  must  always  be  remem¬ 
bered  that  she  had  the  strange,  incalculable,  most 
undomestic  and  unparlorable  figure  of  Lincoln  to 
carry  with  her,  which  would  have  been  a  terrible 
handicap  to  any  woman.  His  dress  was  strange, 
his  manners  were  strange,  his  talk  was  strange. 

And  there  was  always  that  flood  of  homely  stories, 
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reeking  with  the  unexpected.  He  would  not  lay 
himself  out  to  be  agreeable  to  his  wife’s  callers.  Not 
that  he  was  untidy.  This  is  always  justly  denied. 
But  he  was  magnificently  inappropriate,  discon¬ 
certing.  One  must  not  think  of  him  as  Dominie 
Sampson,  but  rather  as  if  one  were  to  attempt  to 
introduce  Charles  Lamb  or  Shelley  into  a  compli¬ 
cated  conventional  social  life.  So,  if  the  poor  lady 
failed,  it  must  be  admitted  that  she  ,had  her  diffi¬ 
culties. 

In  her  housekeeping  and  domestic  arrangements 
she  seems  to  have  been  excellent.  Her  table  is 
highly  spoken  of  and  she  was  an  exact  and  careful 
manager  as  to  neatness  and  punctuality.  Here 
again  her  husband  was  far  from  being  a  help  to 
her.  He  was  quite  indifferent  to  what  he  ate  and 
it  was  impossible  to  make  him  systematic  about 
meals  or  hours  generally.  The  remote  world  in 
which  he  lived  was  but  imperfectly  accessible  to  the 
tinkle  of  the  dinner  bell. 

As  regards  the  most  essential  element  of  domestic 
tranquillity,  money,  he  was  unsystematic  also.  In 
his  legal  business  he  could  not  be  kept  to  exact 
accounting,  had  no  commercial  or  speculative  in¬ 
stinct  whatever.  Also,  he  was  largely  generous 
and  more  anxious  to  win  his  client’s  cause  than  to 
get  his  money.  But  he  was  no  spender,  had  few 
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needs  and  no  costly  tastes,  and  above  all  he  ab¬ 
horred  debt,  though  circumstances  sometimes  forced 
him  into  it.  How  simple  his  financial  ideas  were 
appears  in  his  reported  remark  shortly  before  his 
election  as  President:  "I  have  a  cottage  at  Spring- 
field  and  about  eight  thousand  dollars  in  money. 

.  .  .  I  hope  I  shall  be  able  to  increase  it  to  twenty 
thousand,  and  that  is  as  much  as  any  man  ought 
to  want.”  20  As  a  matter  of  fact,  his  estate  was 
much  larger  than  this  at  the  time  of  his  death. 

Mrs.  Lincoln  no  doubt  did  her  best.  In  the  early 
days  she  made  her  own  dresses  and  she  had  always 
moments  of  violent  economy.  Her  first  remark 
to  Mrs.  Keckley  was:'  “We  are  just  from  the  West, 
and  are  poor.  ...  If  you  will  work  cheap,  you 
shall  have  plenty  to  do.”  21  But  her  tastes  in  the 
matter  of  outlay  were  far  different  from  her  hus¬ 
band’s.  She  liked  to  give,  and  did  give.  She  liked 
the  pleasant  things  of  life,  especially  the  kind  that 
cost  money.  We  have  her  own  written  words — 
and  it  is  such  a  comfort  when  we  do  have  them — 
on  this  subect:  “When  I  saw  the  large  steamers  at 
the  New  York  landing  ready  for  the  European  voy¬ 
age,  I  felt  in  my  heart  inclined  to  sigh  that  poverty 
was  my  portion.  I  often  laugh  and  tell  Mr.  Lincoln 
that  I  am  determined  my  next  husband  shall  be 
rich.”  22  Which  of  course  was  agreeable  for  him. 
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But  the  most  pitiable  exhibition  in  regard  to  Mrs. 
Lincoln’s  finances  is  Mrs.  Keckley’s  story  of  the 
debts  incurred  from  real  or  imagined  necessities 
of  dress  to  keep  up  the  presidential  dignity.  The 
maddening  pressure  of  these  debts  doubled  the 
wife’s  anxiety  as  to  the  chances  of  her  husband’s 
second  election  in  1864.  It  must  not  be  supposed 
that  Mrs.  Keckley’s  record  of  conversations  that 
took  place  is  verbally  exact,  but  it  is  surely  close 
to  reality  in  its  general  tone.  She  says  to  Mrs.  Lin¬ 
coln,  “And  Mr.  Lincoln  does  not  even  suspect  how 
much  you  owe?”  And  the  answer  is,  “  'God,  no!’ 
This  was  a  favorite  expression  of  hers.  And  I 
would  not  have  him  suspect.  If  he  knew  that  his 
wife  was  involved  to  the  extent  that  she  is,  the 
knowledge  would  drive  him  mad.  He  is  so  sincere 
and  straightforward  himself,  that  he  is  shocked  by 
the  duplicity  of  others.  He  does  not  know  a  thing 
about  my  debts,  and  I  value  his  happiness,  not  to 
speak  of  my  own,  too  much  to  allow  him  to  know 
anything.  This  is  what  troubles  me  so  much.  If  he 
is  re-elected,  I  can  keep  him  in  ignorance  of  my 
affairs;  but  if  he  is  defeated,  then  the  bills  will  be 
sent  in  and  he  will  know  all.’  ”  23  Such  are  the 
domestic  tragedies  of  money. 

In  her  dealings  with  those  about  her  in  subordi¬ 
nate  positions  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  uncertain  temper  is 
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said  to  have  caused  her  a  good  deal  of  difficulty. 
Herndon  declares  very  definitely  that  “on  account 
of  her  peculiar  nature  she  could  not  long  retain 
a  servant  in  her  employ.”  24  But  it  is  evident  that 
she  was  much  attached  to  Mrs.  Keckley,  who  served 
her  faithfully  for  a  number  of  years.  And  the 
testimony  of  the  White  House  secretary,  Stoddard, 
is  exceedingly  friendly  and  favorable.  She  was  con¬ 
siderate,  he  says,  and  did  not  burden  you  with 
unreasonable  demands.  Probably,  like  many  people 
of  quick  temper,  she  regretted  her  outbursts  and 
did  her  best  to  make  amends  for  them. 

It  is  with  her  children  that  Mrs.  Lincoln  is  most 
attractive.  Both  she  and  Lincoln  were  devoted  to 
them,  he  in  his  gentle,  humorous,  abstracted  fash¬ 
ion,  she  with  no  doubt  erratic  but  effusive  and  genu¬ 
ine  demonstrations  of  tenderness.  She  was  inter¬ 
ested  in  their  education,  in  their  health,  in  their 
mental  and  moral  development.  But  fate  was  as 
cruel  to  her  in  the  maternal  as  in  the  conjugal  rela¬ 
tion,  and  she  lived  to  bury  three  of  her  four  sons. 
The  eldest  died  in  the  early  days  in  Springfield. 
The  youngest,  Tad,  who  was  her  chief  consolation 
after  her  husband’s  death,  so  that  she  wrote,  “Only 
my  darling  Taddie  prevents  my  taking  my  life,”  25 
was  snatched  away  in  1871.  But  the  death  of 

Willie,  in  the  midst  of  the  at  once  anguished  and 
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triumphant  days  in  the  White  House,  was  the 
bitterest  blow  of  all.  The  mother  was  inconsolable, 
and  her  grief  led  her  into  strange  and  fantastic 
ecstasies  of  passion,  till  the  crisis  came  in  the  scene 
so  vividly  related  by  Mrs.  Keckley,  when  Lincoln 
took  his  wife  by  the  arm  and  led  her  to  the  window. 
“With  a  stately,  solemn  gesture,  he  pointed  to  the 
lunatic  asylum,  ‘Mother,  do  you  see  that  large  white 
building  on  the  hill  yonder?  Try  to  control  your 
grief  or  it  will  drive  you  mad,  and  we  may  have 
to  send  you  there.’  ” 26 

Yet,  with  the  curious  perversity  of  fortune  which 
attended  so  much  of  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  life,  even  her 
mother’s  sorrow,  which  would  seem  as  if  it  ought 
to  have  won  her  public  respect  and  doubtless  did  so, 
was  turned  by  her  inborn  tactlessness  into  an  ele¬ 
ment  of  unpopularity.  The  military  band  had  been 
in  the  habit  of  playing  in  the  square  near  the  White 
House.  But  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  reminiscent  grief  could 
not  endure  the  music,  and  she  insisted  upon  its 
being  stopped  for  months,  till  the  people  became  so 
indignant  that  Lincoln  was  forced  to  overrule  her.27 
Truly,  one  cannot  but  sympathize  with  Mrs.  Keck- 
ley’s  exclamation,  even  if  it  is  a  little  exaggerated: 
“I  never  in  my  life  saw  a  more  peculiarly  consti¬ 
tuted  woman.  Search  the  world  over,  and  you  will 

not  find  her  counterpart.”  28  And  she  was  married 

81 


WIVES 


to  a  man  as  strange  as  herself,  and  as  strangely 
different. 


in 

Now,  having  established  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  general 
character,  as  far  as  it  is  possible  to  do  so,  we  come 
to  the  profoundly  curious  and  interesting  study  of 
her  relation  with  her  husband,  and  this  should  begin 
with  the  history  of  their  marriage. 

In  early  life  Lincoln  seems  to  have  had  a  sus¬ 
ceptible  imagination  with  regard  to  women,  the 
more  susceptible,  perhaps,  because  he  had  so  little 
to  do  with  them.  His  profound  affection  in  his 
twenties  for  Ann  Rutledge,  which  has  been  em¬ 
broidered  by  so  many  story-tellers,  and  her  melan¬ 
choly  death,  almost  unhinged  him  for  the  time,  and 
HeYndon  insists  that  he  never  really  loved  anyone 
afterward.  But  a  varied  list  of  feminine  names  ap¬ 
pears.  There  is  the  robust  Mary  Owens,  with  whom 
his  courtship  seems  mainly  to  have  consisted  in 
endeavors  to  persuade  her  that  she  would  do  better 
not  to  marry  him.  There  is  a  more  shadowy  Sarah 
Rickard.  And  there  is  Matilda  Edwards,  sister-in- 
law  of  the  lady  with  whom  her  own  sister,  Mary 
Todd,  was  also  staying.  But  the  substantial  charms 

of  Mary  and  her  decided  habit  of  getting  what  she 
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wanted,  in  the  end  fixed  the  rather  wandering  lover, 
and  in  1840  they  were  definitely  engaged. 

Here  we  strike  one  of  the  most  debated  points  in 
Mrs.  Lincoln’s  life,  and  in  dealing  with  the  course 
of  this  engagement  we  are  at  once  confronted  with 
the  question  of  the  veracity  of  Herndon.  It  seems 
to  me  that  his  essential  tone  and  attitude  must  be 
regarded  as  satisfactory.  He  ventured  a  prophetic 
protest  against  the  drift  of  a  silly  legendary  atmos¬ 
phere  tending  to  envelop  Lincoln  as  it  enveloped 
Washington.  Such  a  tendency  evinces  much  more 
the  timidity  of  the  worshiper  than  the  greatness  of 
the  idol,  for  if  he  is  really  great,  nothing  will  make 
him  more  so  than  to  prove  that  he  was  really  human. 
At  the  same  time,  after  the  industrious  researches 
of  Miss  Tarbell,  it  is  difficult  to  accept  in  detail 
Herndon’s  account  of  the  stormy  progress  of  Lin¬ 
coln’s  love-affair.  According  to  Herndon,  the  day 
for  the  wedding  was  actually  fixed,  the  supper  was 
ordered,  the  bride  arrayed,  the  parson  present — 
and  the  bridegroom  failed  to  appear,  tormented  by 
doubts  and  hesitations  approaching  mental  derange¬ 
ment.  The  disturbance  was  so  great  that  Lincoln’s 
friends  for  a  time  feared  suicide. 

Without  pronouncing  positively  or*  the  more 
highly  colored  details  of  this  narrative,  we  may 

regard  the  indisputable  facts  as  curious  enough. 
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It  is  certain  that  the  engagement  was  broken,  cer¬ 
tain  that  Lincoln  a  year  later  referred  to  the  “fatal 
first  of  January,  1841,”  the  day  which,  according 
to  Herndon,  was  set  for  the  wedding.  Also,  we 
have  the  remarkable  series  of  letters  to  Speed,  a 
near  friend  who  was  wooing  and  marrying  at  the 
same  time,  in  which  Lincoln  uncovers  his  tormented 
soul,  a  soul  clearly  well  versed  in  all  the  tortures 
of  self-analysis,  self-criticism,  and  self-reproach. 
Long  before  this  crisis  he  had  written  to  Mary 
Owens:  “Whatever  woman  may  cast  her  lot  with 
mine,  should  anyone  ever  do  so,  it  is  my  intention 
to  do  all  in  my  power  to  make  her  happy  and  con¬ 
tented,  and  there  is  nothing  I  can  imagine  that 
would  make  me  more  unhappy  than  to  fail  in  the 
effort.”  29  In  March,  1842,  he  writes  to  Speed  that, 
since  the  breaking  of  his  engagement  he  “should 
have  been  entirely  happy  but  for  the  never-absent 
idea  that  there  is  one  still  unhappy  whom  I  have 
contributed  to  make  so.  That  kills  my  soul.  I  can¬ 
not  but  reproach  myself  for  even  wishing  to  be 
happy  while  she  is  otherwise.” 30 

Then  Speed  is  married  and  likes  it,  which  im¬ 
presses  Lincoln,  and  somehow  or  other  Mary  re¬ 
gains  her  control,  and  on  the  4th  of  November, 
1842,  the  two  are  married  very  simply  and  quietly. 
In  a  letter  of  Lincoln’s  only  recently  published 
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there  is  this  admirable  phrase,  turned  with  a  delicate 
significance  which  Lamb  or  Touchstone  might  have 
envied,  “ Nothing  new  here,  except  my  marrying, 
which  to  me  is  a  matter  of  profound  wonder.”  31 
It  is  matter  of  profound  wonder  to  most  of  us, 
and  we  endeavor,  without  much  success,  to  find  out 
how  it  happened.  To  begin  with,  what  was  Mary’s 
motive,  why  did  a  woman  so  proud  as  she  seek  to 
retain  a  lover  who  appeared  so  obviously  reluctant  ? 
Herndon’s  theory  is  fantastic.  He  asserts  that 
Mary’s  pride  was  so  bitterly  wounded  that  she 
married  Lincoln  to  make  his  life  miserable,  purely 
for  revenge.  Even  put  in  more  rational  fashion, 
with  the  idea  that  she  was  a  person  who  persisted 
relentlessly  in  getting  what  she  had  once  wanted, 
the  explanation  is  scanty.  There  is  also  the  theory 
that  Mary  was  ambitious  and  that  she  foresaw  Lin¬ 
coln’s  future,  even  preferring  him  in  this  regard  to 
so  promising  a  candidate  as  Douglas.  Something 
there  may  be  in  this :  she  was  a  keen-sighted  woman, 
and  she  is  said  to  have  prognosticated  her  husband’s 
success  from  the  start.  But  I  think  we  must  add 
that  she  loved  him,  felt  instinctively  the  charm  that 
so  many  men  felt,  the  almost  inexplicable  charm 
which  went  with  that  strange,  ungainly  physical 
make-up  of  which  an  early  friend  could  say,  “he 

was  the  ungodliest  figure  I  ever  saw.”  82 
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In  the  same  way  I  feel  that  probably  something 
in  her  fascinated  Lincoln.  His  conscience  forced 
him,  say  some;  her  family  forced  him,  say  others. 
Both  may  have  contributed.  He  was  morbidly  sen¬ 
sitive.  He  was  indolent  and  in  some  ways  easily 
led.  Yet  I  have  no  doubt  he  loved  her,  and  that 
quick,  narrow,  masterful  spirit  gained  and  kept 
a  hold  over  his  vaguer  and  more  fluid  one. 

I  imagine  that  the  love  on  both  sides  persisted 
to  the  end.  Herndon  insists  that  there  was  no  love 
at  all.  To  Mr.  Rankin  the  whole  affair  apparently 
seems  a  sweet  idyl  of  uninterrupted  bliss.  It  was 
probably  just  an  average  earthly  marriage,  with 
an  increasing  bond  of  association  overcoming  all 
sorts  of  wear  and  tear  and  pulling  and  hauling. 
Lincoln  could  never  have  been  a  comfortable  hus¬ 
band  for  any  wife.  His  casual  ways,  his  irregular 
habits,  his  utter  disregard  of  the  conventions  and 
small  proprieties  would  have  worn  on  a  far  more 
tranquil  temper  than  Mary  Todd’s-  And  her  tem¬ 
per  was  not  tranquil  at  all;  in  fact,  patience  was 
the  least  of  her  distinguishing  qualities.  Her  vio¬ 
lent  outbursts  on  small  occasions  are  matter  of  rec¬ 
ord,  and  it  is  impossible  to  put  aside  altogether  the 
scenes  of  furious,  disgraceful  public  jealousy  de¬ 
scribed  by  Badeau33  and  confirmed  by  General 

Sherman.84  Lincoln  took  it  all  quietly,  though  it 
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must  have  wrung  his  heart,  patted  her  on  the  shoul¬ 
der,  called  her  his  child- wife,  and  she  was  ashamed 
of  herself — and  did  it  again. 

It  was  an  every-day  marriage,  with  some  rather 
dark  spots  in  it,  but  hardly  so  bad  as  has  been 
represented.  They  loved  their  children  and  called 
each  other  “father”  and  “mother,”  in  the  old 
homely  way,  and  their  hearts  grew  more  and  more 
bound  up  in  each  other,  and  they  just  took  life  as 
it  came.  There  is  the  cruel  saying  of  La  Rochefou¬ 
cauld,  “there  are  comfortable  marriages,  but  no 
delicious  ones,”  which  simply  means  that  life,  as 
we  go  on  with  it,  with  all  its  trials,  may  at  its  best 
be  comfortable,  but  can  rarely  be  delicious.  There 
is  the  other  saying  of  the  French  comic  writer,  “in 
marriage,  when  love  exists,  familiarity  kills  it; 
when  it  does  not  exist,  it  gives  it  birth.”  Both 
have  a  certain  significance  in  connection  with  the 
marriage  of  the  Lincolns. 

But  what  has  afforded  infinite  entertainment  to 
the  inquiring  biographer,  and  what  I  think  must  be 
equally  entertaining  to  the  judicious  reader,  is  the 
violent  contrast  with  which  the  same  simple  facts 
may  be  stated  according  to  the  prejudice  of  the 
person  who  states  them.  Take  the  two  extremes, 

Herndon  and  Mr.  Rankin:  their  analysis  of  Lin- 
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coin’s  married  life  cannot  but  be  instructive  as  well 
as  diverting. 

First,  there  is  Lincoln’s  absence  from  home.  He 
left  on  every  excuse,  Herndon  says.  He  lived  in 
his  office.  Where  other  lawyers  returned  from  their 
work  to  the  comfortable  fireside,  he  lingered  in 
the  country  store  or  anywhere,  rather  than  face  the 
nagging  that  daily  tormented  him.  All  a  mistake, 
says  Mr.  Rankin.  He  was  a  great  deal  from  home, 
attending  to  more  or  less  important  business,  and 
why?  Because  he  had  such  a  competent,  careful, 
devoted  wife  that  his  presence  at  home  was  entirely 
unnecessary. 

Take  clothing.  Mrs.  Lincoln  was  always  fussing 
about  her  husband’s  dress.  Again,  explains  the  un¬ 
failing  Mr.  Rankin,  this  was  all  a  matter  of  health. 
He  was  threatened  with  consumption  and  her  loving 
care  in  seeing  that  he  was  properly  clothed  may 
have  saved  his  life.  It  was  the  same  with  food  and 
regularity  at  meals.  Innumerable  stories  are  told 
of  her  sending  arbitrarily  at  the  most  inconvenient 
times  to  insist  upon  his  attendance,  and  even  ap¬ 
pearing  herself,  with  some  indulgence  of  shrewish 
tongue.  Wrong,  wrong,  urges  Mr.  Rankin.  She 
may  have  spoken  quickly,  but  affectionate  anxiety 
about  his  health  was  at  the  bottom  of  it  all. 

The  best  is  the  story  of  the  ring.  Herndon  en- 
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larges,  with  rather  fiendish  satisfaction,  upon  Lin¬ 
coln’s  reluctance  when  even  the  bona  fide  wedding 
day  arrived.  Speed’s  little  boy,  says  Herndon,  see¬ 
ing  the  bridegroom  so  finely  dressed,  inquired  where 
he  was  going.  “To  hell,  I  suppose,”  was  the  gloomy 
answer.35  Oh,  cries  Mr.  Rankin,  cruel,  cruel,  even 
to  imagine  that  he  could  have  uttered  such  a  word ! 
There  was  the  wedding  ring.  Did  not  Lincoln  have 
engraved  in  it  the  tender  sentiment,  “Love  is  eter¬ 
nal”?  36  Innocent  Mr.  Rankin!  he  apparently  does 
not  remember  Jaques’s  remark  to  Orlando:  “You 
are  full  of  pretty  answers.  Have  you  not  been 
acquainted  with  goldsmiths’  wives  and  conned  them 
out  of  rings?”  I  will  not  suggest  that  the  sentiment 
may  have  emanated  from  Mary  herself,  though 
there  have  been  such  instances.  But,  alas!  we 
know  how  many  rings  with  similar  mottoes  are 
clasping  unloved  and  loveless  fingers  all  about 
the  world.  And  always,  to  sum  the  whole,  there  is 
the  cynical,  cruel,  profound,  significant  sentence  of 
Dumas  fils:  “ Dans  le  manage ,  quand  V amour 
existe,  Vhabitude  le  tue;  quand  il  n’eociste  pas ,  il  le 
fait  naitre.” 

IV 

Having  thus  analyzed,  with  delightful  inconclu¬ 
siveness,  the  conjugal  affection  of  the  Lincolns,  we 
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may  consider  with  equal  inconclusiveness,  the  im¬ 
portant  question  of  Mrs.  Lincoln’s  influence  over 
her  husband.  It  is  clear  that  she  was  a  person  who 
naturally  tended  to  dominate  those  about  her.  Could 
she  dominate  him?  In  little  things  he  was  no  doubt 
yielding  enough,  to  her  and  to  others,  as  appears 
from  his  jocose  remark  that  it  was  fortunate  he 
was  not  a  woman,  since  he  never  could  say  no. 
When  it  came  to  great  matters,  especially  moral, 
he  may  not  have  bothered  to  say  no,  but  he  did 
what  he  thought  right,  without  the  slightest  regard 
to  the  demands  of  others.  Hear  what  Mrs.  Lincoln 
says  herself:  “Mr.  Lincoln  was  mild  in  his  man¬ 
ners,  but  he  was  a  terribly  firm  man  when  he  set 
his  foot  down.  None  of  us,  no  man  or  woman,  could 
rule  him  after  he  had  once  fully  made  up  his 
mind.” 87  Can  you  not  read  the  outcome  of  many 
fruitless  battles  here?  Mrs.  Edwards  gives  a  pretty 
picture  of  the  wooer’s  absorbed  attention  during 
their  courtship,  how  Mary  talked  and  Lincoln  lis¬ 
tened.38  No  doubt  he  listened  all  his  life.  Some¬ 
times  he  heeded. 

Mrs.  Lincoln’s  chief  wrestle  was  with  her  hus¬ 
band’s  social  peculiarities.  Here  she  was  obviously 
in  part  successful  and  it  cannot  be  questioned  that 
her  experience  and  knowledge  of  the  world  were 
of  great  benefit.  As  Newton  puts  it,  she  “taught 
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him  particularly  that  there  was  such  a  thing  as 
society,  which  observed  a  man’s  boots  as  well  as  his 
principles.” 39  At  the  same  time,  from  his  boots  to 
his  hat,  and  through  all  the  long  six  feet  between,  the 
man  was  thoroughly  unconventional  and  nothing 
could  make  him  otherwise.  In  the  early  married 
days  in  Springfield  he  would  open  the  door  himself 
in  his  shirt  sleeves  and  assure  august  visitors  that 
his  wife  would  be  down  as  soon  as  she  could  get 
her  trotting  harness  on.40  Such  things  torment  any 
well-constituted  woman.  Mary  resented  them.  Yet 
she  was  sweetly  contrite  afterward.  When  a  friend 
said  to  her,  “Mary,  if  I  had  a  husband  with  such  a 
mind  as  yours  has,  I  wouldn’t  care  what  he  did,” 
she  answered,  “It  is  foolish — it  is  a  small  thing 
to  complain  of.”  41  The  oddities  may  have  been 
toned  down  a  little  in  Washington;  but  they  were 
never  got  rid  of.  You  could  believe  in  the  man, 
you  could  admire  him,  you  could  scold  him;  but 
you  could  not  domesticate  him. 

On  broader  matters,  less  naturally  within  her 
sphere,  even  on  the  conduct  of  the  war,  Mrs.  Lin¬ 
coln  evidently  had  her  word.  What  wife  would 
not?  And  sometimes  it  was  the  apt  and  poignant 
one.  How  characteristic  is  her  retort  to  Stanton, 
who  proposed  to  have  her  painted  as  she  appeared 

at  Fort  Stevens,  when  she  had  come  under  fire: 
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tf‘That  is  very  well,  and  I  can  assure  you  of  one 
thing,  Mr.  Secretary,  if  I  had  had  a  few  ladies  with 
me,  the  rebels  would  not  have  been  permitted  to  get 
away  as  they  did.”  42  Large  military  policy  was 
perhaps  beyond  her,  but  she  gave  her  sharp,  quick 
judgment  of  military  commanders,  bearing  out,  to 
some  extent,  her  husband’s  admission  that  she  had 
quicker  insight  into  character  than  he.43  The  words, 
as  reported  by  Mrs.  Keckley,  can  hardly  be  relied 
upon;  but  the  general  drift  of  them  must  be  accu¬ 
rate.  Of  McClellan  she  said:  “He  is  a  humbug. 
.  .  .  He  talks  so  much  and  does  so  little.  If  I  had 
the  power,  I  would  very  soon  take  off  his  head 
and  put  some  energetic  man  in  his  place.”  44  As 
to  Grant,  she  is  equally  severe:  “He  is  a  butcher 
and  is  not  fit  to  be  the  head  of  an  army.  ...  He 
has  no  management,  no  regard  for  life.  ...  I 
could  fight  an  army  as  well  myself.”  45  How  per¬ 
fect  is  Lincoln’s  quiet  answer  to  all  this:  “Well, 
mother,  supposing  that  wTe  give  you  command  of 
the  army.  No  doubt  you  would  do  much  better 
than  any  general  that  has  been  tried.”  46 

With  politics  Mrs.  Lincoln  was  of  course  more 
interested  and  more  at  home  than  in  military  details. 
She  watched  her  husband’s  career  from  the  time  of 
her  earliest  acquaintance  with  him  and  followed 

every  step  of  it  with  the  intensest  ardor.  Lincoln’s 
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appreciation  of  this  shows  most  charmingly  in  his 
remark,  on  first  hearing  the  result  of  the  presiden¬ 
tial  nomination  in  1860,  that  there  was  “a  little  short 
woman  at  our  house  who  is  probably  more  interested 
in  this  dispatch  than  I  am;  and  if  you  will  excuse 
me,  gentlemen,  I  will  take  it  up  and  let  her  see 
it.”  *  47  Abstract  political  principles  may  not  have 
appealed  to  her  much.  Before  the  war  her  sym¬ 
pathies  were  more  or  less  Southern,  and  this 
brought  her  criticism  and  added  to  the  unpopu¬ 
larity  which  she  was  not  able  to  overcome.  But 
there  can  be  no  question  about  her  entire  loyalty 
to  her  husband’s  cause,  which  was  in  every  sense 
her  own.  And  whenever  there  was  a  personal  point 
to  be  decided,  her  judgment  was  always  quick 
and  sometimes  sure.  It  is  only  just  to  say  that  I 
have  not  found  one  single  case  of  her  attempting 
to  exert  influence  for  the  benefit  of  her  friends  or 
family,  no  soliciting  of  offices  or  commissions 
where  they  were  not  deserved.  But  she  did  inter¬ 
fere  when  her  husband’s,  and  her  own,  interests 
seemed  to  be  involved.  It  was  she  who  prevented 

*  It  is  profitable  to  compare  this  remark,  as  thus  reported  by 
Lamon,  with  the  refined,  genteel  version  given  by  Mr.  Rankin 
( Personal  Recollections  of  Abraham  Lincoln,  page  190),  “There  is 
a  lady,  over  yonder  on  Eighth  Street,  who  is  deeply  interested  in 
this  news;  I  will  carry  it  to  her.”  Very  likely  neither  version  repre¬ 
sents  what  Lincoln  actually  said;  but  the  Rankin  method  is  always 
the  same. 
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Lincoln  from  accepting  the  governorship  of  Ore¬ 
gon  in  1849,  from  political  foresight,  say  Lamon 
and  Mr.  Rankin,  because  she  did  not  want  to  go 
off  into  the  woods,  say  Nicolay  and  Hay.  And  in 
other  cases  she  exerted  a  pressure  which  was  strong 
and  perhaps  effective. 

As  in  army  matters,  so  in  politics,  it  was  the 
human  side  which  interested  her,  and  she  criticized 
Seward  and  Chase  just  as  savagely  as  she  criti¬ 
cized  Grant.48  Also,  she  was  much  inclined  to 
work  on  human  agents  where  it  was  possible. 
Russell  complains  that  she  was  accessible  to  flat¬ 
tery  and  filled  her  parlors  with  “men  who  would 
not  be  received  in  any  respectable  private  house 
in  New  York.” 49  Her  own  explanation  of  this 
proceeding,  in  the  dialogue  with  Mrs.  Keckley, 
bearing  on  the  election  of  1864,  is  profoundly 
interesting:  “In  a  political  canvass  it  is  policy  to 
cultivate  every  element  of  strength.  These  men 
have  influence,  and  we  require  influence  to  re-elect 
Mr.  Lincoln.  I  will  be  clever  to  them  until  after 
the  election,  and  then,  if  we  remain  at  the  White 
House,  I  will  drop  every  one  of  them,  and  let  them 
know  very  plainly  that  I  only  made  tools  of  them. 
They  are  an  unprincipled  set,  and  I  don’t  mind  a 
little  double-dealing  with  them.”  When  Mrs. 

Keckley  inquires  if  Mr.  Lincoln  knows,  the  an- 
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swer  is:  “God,  no  I  he  would  never  sanction  such 
a  proceeding,  so  I  keep  him  in  the  dark  and  will 
not  tell  him  till  all  is  over.” 50  Somehow  in  all  these 
political  concerns  Mrs.  Lincoln  reminds  one  at 
times  of  Mr.  Strachey’s  Victoria.  There  is  the 
same  dignified,  yet  dumpy  figure,  the  same  round, 
hard,  positive,  dominating  face.  And  one  cannot 
but  think  of  the  remark  of  an  Englishman  to  Mrs. 
Fields,  which  Mr.  Strachey  would  enjoy.  “We 
call  her  ‘Her  Ungracious  Majesty.’  ” 51 

It  is  clear  enough  that  back  of  Mrs.  Lincoln’s 
political  interest  and  indeed  back  of  all  her  life 
there  was  a  tremendous  driving  force  of  ambition. 
There  is  much  debate  whether  she  had  more  ambi¬ 
tion  or  he.  They  were  different  in  this,  as  in  every¬ 
thing.  His  ambition  was  vague,  dreamy,  fitful, 
mystical.  Hers  was  narrower,  more  concrete,  but 
it  never  rested,  and  went  straight  at  its  ends.  How 
much  we  are  to  believe  of  the  apparently  well- 
authenticated  stories  of  her  aiming  at  the  White 
House  almost  from  girlhood,  is  a  question.  Any 
girl  may  aim  at  the  White  House,  I  suppose.  No 
doubt  a  good  many  do  who  never  get  there.  Per¬ 
haps  the  most  impressive  anecdote  on  the  subject 
is  Lamon’s  account  of  his  first  talk  with  her,  in 
1847.  “Yes,”  she  said,  of  her  husband,  “he  is  a 

great  favorite  everywhere.  He  is  to  be  President 

45 


WIVES 


of  the  United  States  some  day;  if  I  had  not 
thought  so,  I  never  would  have  married  him,  for 
you  can  see  he  is  not  pretty.  But  look  at  him! 
Doesn’t  he  look  as  if  he  would  make  a  magnificent 
President?”  52  That  a  woman  should  speak  thus 
in  her  first  interview  with  a  stranger  is  extraordi¬ 
narily  suggestive,  if  you  can  believe  it.  And 
Li  am  on’s  emphatic  insistence  upon  her  use  of  the 
word  “magnificent”  makes  the  story  somewhat 
more  credible. 

At  any  rate,  she  got  to  the  White  House  and 
reigned  there  through  four  of  the  greatest  years  in 
the  history  of  the  country.  I  wish  I  had  a  little 
more  authority  for  the  seemingly  sane  and  not  un¬ 
favorable  account  of  her  White  House  career  given 
by  Mr.  Willis  Steell,53  the  immense  effort  for  popu¬ 
larity  and  social  success  and  supremacy,  ending  in 
satiety  and  disappointment:  “The  ‘court’  she  set 
up  had  turned  into  a  mock  bubble,  shining  in  irides¬ 
cent  colors  only  in  her  imagination;  created  from 
sordid  materials,  and  wholly  empty.”  54  Then  the 
triumphant  election  of  1864  set  the  crown  upon  it 
all,  if  crown  there  was.  In  April,  1865,  the  war  was 
over.  On  the  afternoon  of  the  14th  Mr.  and  Mrs. 
Lincoln  drove  out  alone  together  and  Lincoln 
seemed  singularly  happy,  so  much  so  that  Mary’s 

ill-divining  soul  presaged  the  woe  to  come.  He 

46 


MRS.  ABRAHAM  LINCOLN 


talked  to  her  of  well-earned  rest,  of  peaceful  plans 
and  projects  for  the  future.  In  the  evening  they 
went  to  Ford’s  Theater.  And  still  his  mind  was 
rather  on  the  coming  dreamy  years  than  on  the 
play.  We  will  go  to  Europe,  he  said  to  her,  go 
to  the  Holy  Land,  go  to  the  city  I  have  always 
wanted  to  see,  Jerusalem — 55  While  he  was  busy 
with  such  thought,  the  pistol  of  Wilkes  Booth 
shattered  the  world  of  Mary  Todd  Lincoln  into 
diminutive  fragments,  which  no  man  ever  again 
could  piece  together. 


v 

As  this  portrait  is  mainly  made  up  of  questions 
that  cannot  be  answered,  we  might  as  well  conclude 
with  the  most  unanswerable  of  all :  would  Lincoln’s 
career  have  been  different,  for  better  or  worse,  if 
he  had  married  a  different  wife?  Here  again  a 
variety  of  speculations  present  themselves,  each 
urged  with  partisan  eagerness.  It  would  perhaps 
be  possible  to  work  out  some  such  theory  as  Mr. 
Van  Wyck  Brooks  cleverly  applied  to  the  case  of 
Mark  Twain — that  is,  that  the  constant  conven¬ 
tionalizing  pressure  of  a  prosaic  wife  chilled  and 
deadened,  to  some  extent,  the  quick  burst  of  spon¬ 
taneous  genius;  but  we  should  always  have  to  re- 
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member  that  Mark  was  passionately  devoted  to 
Livy  from  beginning  to  end.  There  is,  on  the 
whole,  a  singular  unanimity  of  biographers,  in 
the  view  that  Mrs.  Lincoln  was  helpful  to  her  hus¬ 
band;  but  there  is  an  astonishing  difference  as  to 
the  way  she  helped.  Herndon,  always  critical,  ad¬ 
mits  the  helpfulness,  in  fact  emphasizes  it.  Lincoln, 
he  says,  was  naturally  indolent,  contented,  stay-at- 
home  (though  elsewhere  he  calls  him  ambitious). 
If  home  had  been  delightful,  he  would  have  enjoyed 
it  and  would  not  have  been  so  eager  to  make  a  mark 
in  the  world.  Mary  made  home  hideous,  and  by  so 
doing  made  her  husband  great.  Mr.  Rankin  does 
his  best  to  involve  this  cynical  explanation  in  the 
rosy  mist  of  his  amiable  memory,  and  goes  to  the 
other  extreme.  According  to  him  Mary  was  a  sort 
of  protecting  angel,  who  advised,  cautioned,  im¬ 
pelled,  always  at  the  right  time.  “Without  Mary 
Todd  for  his  wife,  Abraham  Lincoln  would  never 
have  been  President.  Without  Abraham  Lincoln 
for  her  husband,  Mary  Todd  would,  probably,  never 
have  been  a  President’s  wife.”  56  This  beatific  solu¬ 
tion  may  be  correct;  but  if  it  is  so,  I  find  it  diffi¬ 
cult  to  explain  the  fact  that,  though  Nicolay  and 
Hay  were  intimately  present  in  the  White  House, 
in  all  the  ten  volumes  of  their  History  Mrs.  Lincoln 

gets  only  a  few  lines  here  and  there*  and  in  the 
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close  daily  record  of  Hay’s  Diary  her  name  is 
hardly  mentioned.  Surely  a  guardian,  ministering 
angel  would  deserve  and  receive  a  little  more  than 
this.  For  myself,  I  find  Mr.  Stephenson’s  moderate 
statement  very  satisfying:  “She  had  certain  quali¬ 
ties  that  her  husband  lacked.  .  .  .  She  had  that 
intuition  for  the  main  chance  which  shallow  people 
confound  with  practical  judgment.  Her  soul  in¬ 
habited  the  obvious.”  67  Lincoln’s  natural  danger 
was  the  world  of  dreams  and  going  astray  in  it, 
says  Mr.  Stephenson:  “That  this  never  occurred 
may  be  fairly  credited,  or  at  least  very  plausibly 
credited,  to  the  firm-willed,  the  utterly  matter-of- 
fact  little  person  he  had  married.”  68 

The  problem  of  Lincoln’s  melancholy  brings  the 
question  of  his  life  with  Mary  to  a  point,  that 
haunting,  brooding  sadness,  which  rarely  left  him, 
though  he  shot  the  dark  cloud  through  with  constant 
fantastic  sallies  of  laughter,  that  sadness  which 
Herndon  expressed  with  such  extraordinary  power 
when  he  said  that  “melancholy  dripped  from  him 
as  he  walked,”  59  and  which  Lincoln  himself  de¬ 
scribed  as  so  terrible  that  “if  what  I  feel  were 
equally  distributed  to  the  whole  human  family, 
there  would  not  be  one  cheerful  face  on  the  earth.”  60 
Did  Mary  cause  this  grief  or  did  she  alleviate  it? 
Herndon  by  no  means  affirms  the  former,  but  he 
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evidently  thinks  that  the  misery  of  home  surround¬ 
ings  much  augmented  a  constitutional  tendency.61 
Then  along  comes  Mr.  Rankin,  from  whom  a  mel¬ 
low  optimism  is  constantly  dripping,  and  assures  us 
that,  on  the  contrary,  so  far  from  causing  the  melan¬ 
choly,  Mary  was  the  one  who  could  cure  it.  When 
the  spells  grew  acute,  “she  .  .  .  was  the  only  one 
who  had  the  skill  and  tact  to  shorten  their  duration. 
.  .  .  I  revere  her  memory  for  this  most  gracious 
service.”  62  Again  Mr.  Rankin  may  be  correct ;  but 
when  I  think  of  that  concise,  hard,  unsympathetic 
face,  I  wonder. 

Among  the  varied  possibilities  connected  with 
Lincoln’s  other  early  loves,  the  suggestion  of  melan¬ 
choly  brings  up  most  of  all  the  image  of  Ann  Rut¬ 
ledge.  It  has  even  been  suggested  that  the  melan¬ 
choly  had  its  origin  in  the  loss  of  her  of  whom  he 
said,  the  thought  of  “the  snows  and  rains  falling 
upon  her  grave  filled  him  with  indescribable 
grief.”  63  If  he  had  married  Ann,  would  it  all  have 
been  different?  We  know  so  little  of  her  that  we 
cannot  conjecture  further  than  that  a  devoted,  self- 
forgetful  passion  such  as  he  hardly  felt  for  Mary 
Todd  might  have  changed  his  world.  As  for  the 
substantial,  hearty  Mary  Owens,  it  is  not  likely 
that  his  experience  with  her  would  have  been  very 
different  from  his  experience  with  the  other  Mary. 
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And  then  one  thinks  of  a  woman  of  real  genius, 
of  large  capacity,  of  sweet  human  comprehension,  a 
woman  like  Theodosia  Burr  or  Sarah  Butler.  With 
a  wife  like  this  would  Lincoln  have  done,  perhaps 
not  greater  things,  but  done  them  with  an  ampler 
serenity  and  spiritual  peace? 

I  doubt  it.  Lincoln  was  not  in  any  way  a  wom¬ 
an’s  man,  in  spite  of  the  early  loves.  Mary  Owens 
thought  him  “deficient  in  those  little  links  which 
make  up  the  chain  of  woman’s  happiness.”  64  Lin¬ 
coln  himself,  much  later,  wrote,  in  his  dry  way, 
“The  truth  is,  I  have  never  corresponded  much  with 
ladies ;  and  hence  I  postpone  writing  letters  to  them, 
as  a  business  I  do  not  understand.”  65  He  may  have 
been  a  master  of  men;  for  dealing  with  women  he 
was  at  once  too  self-contained  and  too  sincere.  I 
am  sure  the  words  of  the  Imitation  would  have 
pleased  him:  “Be  not  a  friend  to  any  one  woman 
in  particular,  but  commend  all  good  women  in 
general  to  God.” 

More  than  that,  he  lived  in  a  solitude  which 
neither  man  nor  woman  ever  perfectly  penetrated. 
No  doubt  we  all  live  in  such  a  solitude.  The  differ¬ 
ence  is  that  nine  hundred  and  ninety-nine  out  of  a 
thousand  rarely  think  of  it.  Lincoln  thought  of  it 
all  the  time.  He  ruled  over  millions  of  men  and 

women  who  loved  him;  yet  he  was  enormously 
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alone,  because  he  felt  himself  to  be  so.  In  this 
one  point  there  is  a  curious  resemblance  between 
him  and  the  greatest  of  all  his  contemporaries,  a 
man  who  differed  from  him  in  so  many  other 
respects,  Robert  E.  Lee.  Lee  was  lonely  as  Lincoln 
was.  Yet  Lee  had  a  most  exquisite,  devoted,  sym¬ 
pathizing  wife  and  children  whose  affection  was 
constant  and  complete.  The  loneliness,  with  him,  as 
with  Lincoln,  was  that  isolation  of  the  human  soul 
which  the  yearning  of  the  deepest  love  merely  ac¬ 
centuates.  Lincoln’s  own  words  to  Speed  convey  it 
with  clarifying  intensity,  “I  have  no  doubt  it  is  the 
peculiar  misfortune  of  both  you  and  me  to  dream 
dreams  of  Elysium  far  exceeding  all  that  anything 
earthly  can  realize.”  60  When  there  was  such  an 
ideal  as  this  to  compete  with,  neither  the  perfection 
of  wit,  nor  of  beauty,  nor  of  sacrifice,  would  have 
been  any  more  satisfying  than  poor  Mary  Todd. 
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CHRONOLOGY 


Margaret  Shippen  Arnold. 

Born,  Philadelphia,  June  11,  1760. 

Married  Benedict  Arnold,  April  8,  1779. 

Arnold  fled  from  West  Point  to  the  British,  September  25 
1780. 

Joined  husband  in  New  York,  November,  1780. 

Went  to  England,  December,  1781. 

Husband  died,  June  14,  1801. 

Died,  London,  August  24,  1804. 
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In  one  of  the  fragments  of  the  old  Greek  drama¬ 
tists  a  tragic  heroine  pathetically  describes  the  con¬ 
trast  in  the  life  of  a  woman  tenderly  brought  up  in 
her  father’s  house,  shielded,  petted,  protected  from 
all  shocks  and  storms,  then  suddenly  thrust  out, 
perhaps  when  little  more  than  a  girl,  into  the  great 
tumult  of  the  world,  yoked  to  a  man  of  whom  she 
may  know  nothing  fundamentally,  and  forced  to 
take  her  full  part  in  all  the  struggles  and  battles 
and  miseries  of  life.  It  was  an  old  story  in  Sopho¬ 
cles’s  day.  It  is  an  older  story  now.  But  it  is  a  true 
story  always,  and  rarely  has  it  been  illustrated  with 
more  pathos  and  passion  than  in  the  case  of  Mar¬ 
garet  Shippen  Arnold.  She  was  gently,  affection¬ 
ately  nurtured,  if  ever  girl  was.  Then  at  nineteen 
she  attached  herself  to  the  fortunes  of  Benedict 
Arnold,  and  was  buffeted  about  the  world  in  a 
fashion  far  different  from  what  her  youth  might 
have  led  her  to  expect. 

The  Shippens  were  a  prominent  family  in  Phila* 
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delphia  before  the  Revolution,  active  in  public 
affairs  and  much  respected.  Margaret’s  father,  Ed¬ 
ward,  was  educated  to  the  law  in  England  and  was 
always  supposed  to  be,  like  others  of  his  class, 
reluctant  to  see  a  separation  from  the  mother  coun¬ 
try.  At  the  same  time,  he  was  certainly  not  a 
decided  Tory,  resented  the  encroachments  of 
George  the  Third’s  government,  and  retained  the 
respect  of  all  his  fellow  citizens  so  much  that,  after 
independence  was  established,  he  was  made  Chief 
Justice  of  Pennsylvania,  and  performed  his  duties 
with  usefulness  and  dignity.  Margaret  was  born  in 
1760  and  had  several  brothers  and  sisters.  Her 
father’s  comment  on  her  birth  was,  “My  Peggy 
this  morning  made  me  a  present  of  a  fine  baby, 
who  though  of  the  worst  sex,  is  yet  entirely  wel¬ 
come.”  1  Devotion  to  her  father  seems  to  have 
been  a  marked  characteristic,  and  we  are  told  that 
in  her  childhood  she  made  “his  comfort  her  leading 
thought,  often  preferring  to  remain  with  him  when 
evening  parties  and  amusements  would  attract  her 
sisters  from  home.”  2  Of  her  mother’s  influence  or 
importance  in  her  life  we  get  no  mention,  and  the 
little  notice  taken  of  her  in  letters  of  later  years 
would  not  indicate  that  the  maternal  impression 
was  very  strong.  The  girl  was  undoubtedly  well 
educated  in  all  social  accomplishments  and  graces, 
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and  the  practical  side  was  not  neglected,  as  appears 
in  her  successful  business  management  at  a  later 
period,  which  she  attributes  to  her  father,  who  gave 
her  “the  most  useful  and  best  education  that  Amer¬ 
ica  at  that  time  afforded.”  3  But  there  is  no  evi¬ 
dence  of  any  intellectual  training  or  interest.  Nor 
does  her  tone  at  any  time  suggest  marked  religious 
surroundings. 

In  spite  of  Margaret’s  taste  for  the  domestic 
hearth,  it  is  evident  that  the  Shippens  were  social 
in  their  habits,  and  she  was  swept  into  the  whirl 
like  the  rest.  Her  father  complains,  like  other 
fathers,  of  the  expense  of  carrying  on  his  house¬ 
hold  :  “Tne  style  of  life  my  fashionable  daughters 
have  introduced  into  my  family,  and  their  dress, 
will,  I  fear,  before  long  oblige  me  to  change  the 
scene.” 4  Both  her  portraits  and  tradition  show 
that  Margaret  was  very  lovely,  blond,  with  a  face 
that  must  have  been  gay  and  tender  and  responsive, 
not  by  any  means  intellectual,  but  quick  and  keen 
and  capable  of  mischief.  Washington  declared  at 
a  somewhat  later  period  that  all  the  young  men 
were  in  love  with  Mrs.  Arnold,5  and  the  disease 
seems  to  have  been  catching  at  all  times.  When  the 
British  occupied  Philadelphia  in  1778,  there  was  an 
abundance  of  social  gayety.  In  the  wild  farrago 
of  diversions,  called  the  Mischianza,  the  Shippen 
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girls  were  to  have  taken  a  prominent  part,  but  this 
was  thwarted  by  their  father’s  reluctance  to  have 
them  appear  in  public  in  Turkish  costumes.  Major 
Andre,  who  was  one  of  the  chief  organizers  of  this 
festivity,  was  on  friendly  terms  with  the  family 
and  at  one  time  painted  a  charming  portrait  of 
Margaret,  to  whom  he  afterward  wrote  a  letter 
from  New  York,  with  courteous  offers  of  service, 
a  letter  perfectly  innocent  in  aspect,  and  probably 
in  intent,  but  in  view  of  final  events  considerably 
suggestive  of  disaster.  • 

Then  the  British  evacuated  the  city,  the  Ameri¬ 
cans  took  possession  of  it,  and  Benedict  Arnold 
was  made  military  governor.  Arnold  was  nearly 
twenty  years  older  than  Margaret.  He  was  a 
widower  with  children.  He  was  disabled  by  a 
wounded  leg.  But  his  quick,  emotional  nature  en¬ 
joyed  the  luxury  of  his  Philadelphia  surroundings, 
enjoyed  the  contrast  between  the  rough  discipline 
of  camps  and  the  merry  atmosphere  of  jest  and 
gayety.  Also,  he  was  distinctly  susceptible  to  femi¬ 
nine  charm.  Only  six  months  earlier  he  had  wooed 
— unsuccessfully — a  certain  Miss  DeBlois  of  Bos¬ 
ton,  writing  her  these  ardent,  if  somewhat  stilted 
phrases:  “Friendship  and  esteem  founded  on  the 
merit  of  the  object  is  the  most  certain  basis  to  build 

a  lasting  happiness  upon,  and  when  there  is  a  tender 
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and  ardent  passion  on  one  side,  and  friendship  and 
esteem  on  the  other,  the  heart  must  be  callous  to 
every  tender  sentiment  if  the  taper  of  love  is  not 
lighted  up  at  the  flame.”  6 

Then  Arnold  came  across  Miss  Shippen,  was  at 
once  enchanted,  and  the  flame  which  had  burned 
so  brightly  for  Miss  DeBlois  was  soon  transferred 
to  the  newer  object.  After  a  very  brief  delay,  he 
proposed  himself  to  Edward  Shippen  as  a  son-in- 
law,  disclaiming  all  considerations  of  fortune,  and 
expressing  the  hope  that  “our  difference  in  political 
sentiments  will  be  no  bar  to  my  happiness.”  7  At 
the  same  time  he  urged  his  suit  with  the  daughter, 
wrote  a  long  letter  containing  the  warmest  expres¬ 
sions  of  devotion,  and  embodied  in  it  various  por¬ 
tions  of  the  letter  written  six  months  before  to  Miss 
DeBlois,  notably  the  above  sentence,  practically 
word  for  word.  I  strive  in  vain  to  picture  to  myself 
the  lover’s  state  of  mind  when  he  did  this.  Was 
there  just  the  hint  of  a  cynical  smile  about  the 
mouth  of  the  man  of  thirty-eight,  who  thought  he 
had  learned  what  women  liked  to  have  said  to  them? 
Or  did  the  rough,  eager  soldier  really  imagine  that, 
having  once  hit  upon  the  finest  possible  utterance 
of  romantic  'affection,  it  would  be  vain  to  try  to 
improve  it? 

And  how  did  it  all  strike  Margaret?  That  is 
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what  we  shall  never  exactly  know.  There  seems  to 
be  little  doubt  that  her  father  was  opposed  to  th6 
match,  as  well  he  might  be.  Arnold  was  only  a 
soldier  of  fortune,  and  the  girl  was  a  mere  child. 
But  fathers,  no  matter  how  much  one  has  cherished 
them,  count  for  little  in  such  cases.  Apparently 
there  was  some  hesitation.  A  cousin  writes:  “Pray 
tell  me,  will  cousin  Peggy  follow  your  example. 
.  .  .  Does  she  know  her  own  mind  yet?”  8  And 
another :  “A  lame  leg  is  at  present  the  only  obstacle. 
But  a  lady  who  makes  that  the  only  objection,  and 
is  firmly  persuaded  it  will  soon  be  well,  can  never 
retract,  however  expressly  conditional  an  engage¬ 
ment  may  have  been  made.”  9  Should  not  you  like 
to  have  heard  Arnold’s  wooing?  Do  you  suppose 
it  was  in  the  style  of  the  letter  to  Miss  DeBlois, 
or  something  altogether  different?  Mrs.  Arnold’s 
engaging  biographer  and  relative,  who  has  an 
almost  superhuman  gift  for  deducing  something 
from  nothing,  proves  Margaret’s  extreme  modesty 
by  the  following  sentence  of  a  letter  to  Franklin 
from  his  daughter  concerning  his  infant  grand¬ 
daughter:  “You  can’t  think  how  fond  of  kissing 
she  is,  and  she  gives  such  old-fashioned  smacks 
General  Arnold  says  he  would  give  a  good  deal 
to  have  her  for  a  schoolmistress  to  teach  the  young 
ladies  how  to  kiss,” 10  From  which  we  are  invited 
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to  infer  that  Miss  Shippen  was  not  an  adept  at 
kissing.  Oh,  really  —  ! 

At  any  rate,  kissing  or  no  kissing,  Margaret 
made  up  her  mind  to  marry  her  middle-aged  hero. 
As  Weir  Mitchell  puts  it  in  regard  to  this  case: 
“When  a  delicate-minded,  sensitive,  well-bred 
woman  falls  in  love  with  a  strong,  coarse,  passionate 
man,  there  is  no  more  to  be  said  except  ‘take 
her.’  ”  11  And,  having  made  up  her  mind,  she  did 
not  allow  a  wounded  leg  to  stand  in  the  way.  An 
eye-witness  describes  the  wedding,  which  took  place 
on  the  8th  of  April,  1779:  “Arnold  during  the 
marriage  ceremony  was  supported  by  a  soldier, 
and  when  seated  his  disabled  limb  was  propped 
upon  a  camp-stool.”  12  So,  like  the  tragic  heroine 
of  Sophocles,  this  daintily  nurtured  girl  took  the 
arm  of  an  adventurous  warrior  and  stepped  out 
into  the  wide,  uncertain  world. 

ii 

And  it  was  an  uncertain  world.  Arnold’s  plans 
and  status  were  far  from  fixed.  He  had  not  been 
promoted  as  he  hoped,  and  his  wound  made  a 
military  career  more  difficult.  At  one  time  before 
his  marriage  he  even  thought  of  retiring  upon  a 

farm  and  announced  that  his  ambition  was  to  be 
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“a  good  citizen  rather  than  shining  in  history.”  13 
I  hardly  imagine  that  a  farm  would  have  suited 
Margaret.  Instead,  they  settled  down  in  Philadel¬ 
phia  and  led  a  gay  and  expensive  life.  Arnold 
bought  the  beautiful  and  costly  estate  of  Mount 
Pleasant  and  they  entertained  freely.  Arnold  liked 
the  display  and  the  distinction,  and  his  wife  liked 
the  fun.  If  they  spent  largely,  the  fault  was  mainly 
his.  She  was  a  child  and  spent  what  he  gave  her  and 
did  what  he  told  her,  no  doubt,  and  their  tastes 
agreed  admirably  in  wanting  a  good  time  in  the 
world. 

But  the  money  had  to  be  found  somehow.  Arnold 
got  involved  in  hazy  speculation,  sure  to  be  disas¬ 
trous  for  a  military  commander.  He  was  by  no 
means  popular  with  the  Philadelphia  citizens  or 
with  Congress,  and  he  was  shortly  accused  of  du¬ 
bious  transactions  amounting  to  peculation,  and 
tried  by  court-martial.  He  defended  himself  with 
energy  and  on  the  whole  with  success,  and  was 
practically  acquitted ;  but  the  court  concluded  that 
his  conduct  had  been  indiscreet  enough  to  require 
a  reprimand  from  Washington,  which  was  duly, 
though  gently,  administered.  It  is  easy  to  conceive 
how  Arnold’s  pride  was  stung  and  how  keenly  his 
wife  must  have  felt  the  affront  and  what  she  con¬ 
sidered  persecution. 
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The  trial  was  completed  in  January,  1780.  Dur¬ 
ing  the  spring  Arnold’s  movements  were  uncertain 
and  he  was  haunted  by  various  vague  projects.  In 
March  a  son  was  born.  When  summer  came,  Arnold 
succeeded  in  getting  Washington  to  give  him  the 
command  of  West  Point,  and  after  more  or  less 
prolonged  correspondence  with  the  British  he 
agreed  to  surrender  the  fortress.  In  September 
Mrs.  Arnold,  with  her  infant,  joined  her  husband. 
The  negotiations  came  to  a  crisis  toward  the  end 
of  the  month.  Andre  had  his  interview  with  Arnold 
and  was  captured  on  his  return  with  incriminating 
papers.  Washington  arrived  at  West  Point  the 
following  morning,  but  not  quite  soon  enough  to 
intercept  Arnold,  who  received  word  of  what  had 
happened  and  made  a  hurried  escape.  He  was 
sitting  at  breakfast  when  the  message  was  brought. 
He  excused  himself,  and  his  wife  followed  him. 
In  her  room  he  broke  the  news  to  her,  left  her 
almost  distracted,  flung  himself  on  the  first  horse 
he  could  get,  and  fled  down  the  river  to  the  British. 
When  Mrs.  Arnold  had  recovered  from  her  insanity 
of  grief  and  bewilderment,  Washington  offered  to 
send  her  either  to  her  husband  in  New  York  or 
to  her  father  in  Philadelphia.  She  accepted  the  lat¬ 
ter  arrangement. 

Such  is  the  succinct,  external  account  of  the  great 
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tragedy  of  Margaret  Arnold’s  life.  But  just  here 
arises  one  of  those  puzzles  which  are  the  torment, 
and  the  charm,  of  the  biographer’s  business,  one 
of  those  problems  which  can  never  be  quite  settled, 
because  the  data  are  insufficient,  yet  must  be  dealt 
with  and  disposed  of  with  some  sort  of  a  conclusion, 
as  definite  as  possible. 

In  1836,  fifty-six  years  after  Arnold’s  treason, 
Matthew  L.  Davis  published  the  “Memoirs  of 
Aaron  Burr,”  relying  mainly  upon  information 
furnished  by  Burr  himself.  In  the  first  volume  of 
this  work  Davis  relates  that  Mrs.  Arnold,  on  her 
return  from  West  Point  to  Philadelphia,  stopped 
at  the  house  of  Mrs.  Prevost  at  Paramus.  There 
was  some  acquaintance  between  the  ladies,  Mrs. 
Arnold  having  already  stayed  there  on  her  former 
trip,  and  as  Mrs.  Prevost  was  entirely  British  in 
sympathy,  so  soon  as  Mrs.  Arnold  arrived  she  threw 
off  the  mask,  declared  that  she  was  weary  of  acting, 
that  she  had  been  all  along  cognizant  of  what  was 
going  on  and  had  even  urged  and  persuaded  her 
husband  to  the  step  he  had  taken.  Mrs.  Prevost, 
who  was  herself,  by  the  way,  one  of  the  noblest 
and  most  charming  of  women,  was  afterward  mar¬ 
ried  to  Burr,  and,  according  to  Davis,  told  her  hus¬ 
band  this  story.14 

Burr’s  later  biographer,  Parton,  repeats  the 
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narrative  with  considerable  variants,  but  without 
giving  any  authority  for  these  whatever.  Accord¬ 
ing  to  him  Burr  was  actually  present  at  the  scene 
between  Mrs.  Arnold  and  Mrs.  Prevost,  and  what¬ 
ever  report  he  made  of  it  was  that  of  an  eye  and 
ear  witness.15  Davis  further  supports  his  story  by 
an  account  of  a  visit  made  by  Mrs.  Arnold  early 
in  the  summer  to  her  friends  the  Morrises,  during 
which  she  was  informed  that  her  husband  had 
received  another  appointment  instead  of  West 
Point,  information  which  was  said  to  have  thrown 
her  into  a  state  of  extreme  distress.15  But  evidently 
this  might  have  been  explicable  in  other  ways. 

Supposing  we  were  to  accept  the  story  of  Burr 
as  it  comes  through  Davis  and  Parton,  what  would 
it  mean?  Here  was  a  girl  of  twenty,  placed  in  one 
of  the  most  tremendous  tragic  crises  that  could 
come  upon  a  human  being,  exposed  to  the  criticism 
of  the  keenest  and  most  watchful  eyes,  and  sus¬ 
taining  herself  by  acting,  which,  if  it  was  acting, 
must  have  been  superb.  We  have  abundance  of 
record  from  witnesses  of  her  bearing  immediately 
after  Arnold’s  departure.  Perhaps  the  account  of 
Alexander  Hamilton,  who,  as  a  young  soldier  under 
Washington,  was  present  and  wrote  to  his  be¬ 
trothed,  Miss  Schuyler,  is  the  most  vivid:  “She, 
for  a  time,  entirely  lost  herself.  The  general  went 
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up  to  see  her,  and  she  upbraided  him  with  being  in 
a  plot  to  murder  her  child.  One  moment  she  raved, 
another  she  melted  into  tears.  .  .  .  All  the  sweet¬ 
ness  of  beauty,  all  the  loveliness  of  innocence,  all 
the  tenderness  of  a  wife,  and  all  the  fondness  of  a 
mother  showed  themselves  in  her  appearance  and 
conduct.  We  have  every  reason  to  believe  that  she 
was  entirely  unacquainted  with  the  plan,  and  that 
the  first  knowledge  of  it  was  when  Arnold  went 
to  tell  her  he  must  banish  himself  from  his  country 
and  from  her  forever.  She  instantly  fell  into  a  con¬ 
vulsion,  and  he  left  her  in  that  situation.”  17  Surely 
neither  Mrs.  Siddons  nor  Rachel  could  have  done 
better.  The  same  testimony  comes  from  Yaricks 
and  Franks,  Arnold’s  aides,  who  had  even  ampler 
opportunities  of  observation.  Varicks  said,  when 
on  oath,  “Not  long  after  you  mentioned  your  sus¬ 
picions  to  me  Mrs.  Arnold  called  for  me,  and  when 
I  waited  on  her  I  found  from  her  language  and 
conduct  that  she  was  in  great  distress  and  had  lost 
her  reason,  but  could  not  divine  the  cause.  .  .  . 
Mrs.  Arnold  recovering  her  reason  in  some  meas¬ 
ure  complained  to  me  that  she  was  left  without  a 
friend.”  18 

In  view  of  this  evidence  and  much  more  of  the 
same  nature,  historians  generally  refuse  to  believe 
Mrs.  Arnold  guilty  in  any  way.  If  that  is  the  case, 
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what  becomes  of  Burr’s  story?  The  explanation  of 
Mrs.  Arnold’s  ardent  and  affectionate  biographers 
is  perfectly  simple:  Burr  bed.  This  explanation 
is  carried  much  further  into  an  elaborate  develop¬ 
ment  as  to  why  and  how  he  lied.  It  seems  that  a 
tradition  survives  in  the  Shippen  family  to  the 
effect  that  Burr,  who  had  long  been  intimate  with 
Mrs.  Arnold’s  relatives,  offered  to  conduct  her  from 
Mrs.  Prevost’s  to  Philadelphia,  and  that  on  the 
way  he  made  love  to  her  and  was  indignantly  re¬ 
pelled.  In  consequence  he  invented  the  slander  to 
get  his  revenge.19  On  the  basis  of  this  vague  legend 
and  a  much  vaguer  paragraph  in  a  letter,  mildly  re¬ 
ferring  to  a  young  gentleman,  not  named,  whose 
“conduct  was  not  quite  agreeable  to  our  notions  of 
propriety,”  20  and  whose  apologies  may  have  been 
acceptable  to  Mrs.  Arnold  and  may  not,  the  biog¬ 
rapher  weaves  the  most  extraordinary  circumstan¬ 
tial  narrative  of  Burr’s  attempted  seduction  of  the 
distressed  lady,  a  narrative  cunningly  devised  to 
impose  on  the  simple  as  fact,  but  with  no  solid 
foundation  of  evidence.21  And  observe  the  delight¬ 
ful  possibilities  of  argument  in  such  subtle  and 
complicated  matters.  Burr’s  partial  biographer 
insists  that  his  hero  carefully  refrained  from  telling 
the  story  until  no  one  was  left  alive  who  could  be 
harmed  by  the  telling  of  it  as  a  matter  of  historical 
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record.  Mrs.  Arnold’s  biographer  is  equally  insist¬ 
ent  that  Burr’s  object  was  not  to  promulgate  his 
slander  until  there  was  no  one  who  could  contradict 
him.  So  our  motives  are  bandied  and  tossed  about 
by  those  who  are  chiefly  anxious  to  use  them  for 
their  own  purposes. 

All  this  fantastic  myth  about  Burr’s  malignity  I 
instantly  and  totally  reject,  on  a  priori  grounds.  I 
have  studied  him  long  and  intimately  and  in  many 
respects  I  regard  him  with  affection,  in  some  with 
admiration,  though  hardly  with  esteem.  His  gen¬ 
eral  attitude  and  conduct  toward  women  was  rep¬ 
rehensible  beyond  belief,  and  I  think  it  not  out  of 
the  question  that  he  may  have  seized  what  seemed  to 
him  a  favorable  opportunity  to  make  love  to  Mrs, 
Arnold,  or  to  appear  to  do  so,  But,  no  matter 
how  this  wooing  was  received,  it  is  preposterous 
to  suppose  that  he  should  have  gone  out  of  his  way 
to  invent  such  a  circumstantial  story  and  then  delib¬ 
erately  circulate  it  fifty  years  afterward.  With  all 
Burr’s  faults,  I  believe  that  when  he  said  he  had 
“no  memory  for  injuries,”  22  he  was  mainly  correct. 
If  I  were  forced  to  choose  between  the  two  alterna¬ 
tives,  Mrs.  Arnold’s  acting  or  Burr’s  deliberate 
slander,  I  should  not  hesitate  a  moment* 

But  I  do  not  think  w^e  need  be  reduced  to  this. 

Independent  of  Burr,  there  is  no  evidence  against 
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the  lady  that  counts,  since  the  one  letter  written  to 
her  by  Andre  and  already  referred  to  cannot  be 
treated  as  such.  And  as  regards  Burr’s  story,  there 
is  clearly  the  largest  room  for  possible  misunder¬ 
standings.  Parton’s  and  Davis’s  versions  vary 
greatly,  they  both  must  have  come  through  a  con¬ 
siderable  number  of  sources,  and  both  are  late  in 
date;  therefore  it  is  easy  to  suppose  that  Mrs. 
Prevost  misunderstood  Mrs.  Arnold,  and  Burr  Mrs. 
Prevost,  and  Davis  Burr,  and  Parton  everybody, 
as  he  was  too  liable  to  do.  As  I  have  said,  the 
great  majority  of  historians  exculpate  Mrs.  Arnold 
altogether,  and  on  the  whole  I  am  not  inclined  to 
differ  from  them. 

To  be  sure,  she  was  very  lovely.  Washington’s 
remark  that  all  the  young  men  were  in  love  with 
her  is  not  to  be  forgotten,  and  old  historians  are 
quite  as  susceptible  as  young  soldiers.  There  is 
always  Rosalind’s  cynical  warning  in  regard  to 
Nature’s  dealings  with  the  fair  sex,  “Those  that 
she  makes  fair  she  scarce  makes  honest,  and  those 
that  she  makes  honest  she  makes  very  ill-favoredly.” 
If  Mrs.  Arnold  had  been  old  and  plain,  things 
might  have  assumed  a  different  aspect.  But  what 
chiefly  influences  me  as  to  her  guilt  is  the  inherent 
improbability.  To  suppose  that  the  British  would 

have  actually  carried  on  such  dangerous  negotia- 
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tions  through  a  flighty  girl  of  twenty  is  absurd  The 
most  that  can  be  imagined  is  that  Arnold  told  her 
everything.  But  Arnold  was  a  middle-aged  man 
of  vast  experience.  Franks  testified  specifically  that 
Mrs.  Arnold  “was  subject  to  occasional  paroxysms 
of  physical  indisposition,  attended  by  nervous  de¬ 
bility,  during  which  she  would  give  utterance  to 
anything  and  everything  on  her  mind.  This  was 
a  fact  well  known  among  us  of  the  general’s  family; 
so  much  as  to  cause  us  to  be  scrupulous  of  what  we 
told  her  or  said  within  her  hearing.”  23  Who  can 
believe  that  her  husband  would  have  confided 
weighty  matters  to  a  woman  of  that  type?  He 
would  rather  have  said,  with  Macbeth, 

“Be  innocent  of  the  knowledge,  dearest  chuck. 

Till  thou  applaud  the  deed.” 

The  one  thing  to  be  emphasized,  which  is  gen¬ 
erally  overlooked,  is  that,  if  Mrs.  Arnold  had  been 
cognizant  of  what  was  going  on,  her  measure  of 
guilt  would  have  been  totally  different  from  his. 
She  was  a  child,  who  had  probably  grown  up  to 
adore  British  uniforms  and  British  society.  Neither 
politics  nor  military  loyalty  would  have  meant  any¬ 
thing  to  her.  Her  husband  had  been  abused  and 
persecuted  and  was  at  last  restoring  his  allegiance 

where  it  belonged.  The  rest  would  have  been  detail. 
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And  from  such  a  point  of  view  her  complicity  would 
have  been  comparatively  excusable,  if  it  were  psy¬ 
chologically  possible  at  all. 

I  do  not  think  it  was,  more,  at  any  rate,  than 
as  a  matter  of  constant,  instinctive  wifely  pressure, 
if  it  was  even  that.  Arnold’s  financial  situation 
and  his  wounded  pride  furnish  ample  motives  for 
his  conduct,  without  resorting  to  Mrs.  Arnold. 
And  evidently  her  countrymen,  from  Washing¬ 
ton  down,  were  disposed  to  exonerate  her.  Other¬ 
wise  she  would  hardly  have  been  permitted  to  return 
safely  to  Philadelphia,  or  to  reside  there,  even  for  a 
time.  This  she  did.  After  a  few  weeks,  however, 
people  began  to  get  restive  over  the  presence  of  the 
wife  of  an  avowed  enemy,  and  in  spite  of  Mrs. 
Arnold’s  offer  to  break  off  all  relations  with  her 
husband,  she  was  compelled  to  leave  Philadelphia 
and  take  refuge  with  Arnold  in  New  York. 

nr 

After  a  stay  of  a  year  in  that  city  Mrs.  Arnold 
went  with  her  husband  to  England,  and  from  that 
time  England  was  her  home,  except  for  a  brief 
visit  to  her  relatives  in  Philadelphia,  when  it  ap¬ 
pears  that  she  was  somewhat  coldly  received  by 

society  at  large,  and  an  also  brief  residence  at  St. 
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John,  New  Brunswick,  where  her  husband  had 
some  property.  During  the  years  in  England,  till 
her  death  in  1804,  she  kept  up  an  active  correspond¬ 
ence  with  her  father  and  others,  and  from  this 
we  are  able  to  get  an  accurate  and  varied  insight 
into  her  character. 

It  is  clear  that  she  was  by  nature  distinctly 
social.  Human  interests,  human  contact,  the  move¬ 
ment  and  activity  of  the  great  world,  meant  life 
to  her,  and  it  was  mainly  as  she  felt  these  that  she 
was  conscious  of  living  herself.  There  is  no  evi¬ 
dence  that  she  was  abnormally  dependent  upon 
admiration  or  attention,  or  that  she  had  the  least 
tendency  toward  unfeeling  coquetry.  No  doubt  she 
was  aware  of  her  singular  beauty,  and  no  doubt  she 
enjoyed  the  consideration  it  brought  her,  both  in 
earlier  years  and  even  later.  She  would  have  been 
poorly  woman  if  she  had  not.  But  scandal  does 
not  seem  to  have  touched  her,  and  her  social  interest 
was  simply  the  strong  spontaneous  human  instinct 
which  is  the  most  potent  and  satisfactory  agent  for 
holding  society  together.  She  liked  to  meet  people ; 
she  liked  to  hear  about  people,  their  personal  con¬ 
cerns  and  daily  doings ;  she  liked  to  play  a  consider¬ 
able  part  in  the  doings  of  the  world.  It  is  true  that 
at  one  time,  under  stress  of  circumstances,  she  de¬ 
clares,  “my  ambition  has  sunk  with  my  fortune,”  24 
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but  later  it  springs  up  again,  and  she  refers  charm¬ 
ingly  to  “my  vanity,  or  the  natural  ambition,  which 
I  confess  has  often  annoyed  me.”  25 

This  social  and  human  interest  is  the  more  strik¬ 
ing  in  Mrs.  Arnold,  because  there  seems  to  be  a 
conspicuous  absence  of  some  other  elements.  In 
her  very  extensive  correspondence  there  is  no  allu¬ 
sion  whatever  to  books;  the  intellectual  side  of 
life  seems  left  out  altogether.  Religion  is  there 
in  decent  degree.  Almighty  God  is  a  social  per¬ 
sonage  who  should  be  considered,  like  George  the 
Third;  but  the  search  for  Him  is  not  a  passion 
in  her  life.  As  to  the  country,  no.  Her  father  mildly 
suggests  living  there;  it  might  be  cheaper.26  But 
rural  economy  and  solitude  do  not  appeal.  “The 
country  in  England  with  a  certain  establishment 
is  delightful;  but  to  go  into  it  with  a  confined 
income,  unknown  and  unable  to  associate  with  the 
most  respectable  part  of  its  inhabitants,  would  be 
extremely  painful  to  me  and  would  be  too  lonely 
for  either  my  dear  girl,  or  myself.”  27  The  notion 
of  associating  with  trees  and  flowers  and  birds 
would  be  ridiculous.  They  have  not  clothes  or  man¬ 
ners  or  distinction,  or  even  souls,  and  what  would 
life  be  if  one  could  not  mix  with  these  ? 

Nevertheless,  it  hardly  seems  that  in  England  the 
social  ambition  was  much  gratified.  In  spite  of  the 
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patronage  of  the  king  and  of  a  few  persons  of  im¬ 
portance,  English  society  in  general  did  not  greatly 
relish  Arnold’s  past  history  and  kept  aloof  from 
him.  The  isolation  that  resulted  is  pathetically  indi¬ 
cated  in  Mrs.  Arnold’s  complaint,  during  one  of  her 
husband’s  absences,  of  being  “in  a  strange  country, 
without  a  creature  near  me  that  is  really  interested 
in  my  fate.”  28  It  might  be  supposed  that  such 
charm  as  is  manifested  in  the  Lawrence  portrait 
would  have  attracted  admiration  and  sympathy.  No 
doubt  it  did ;  but  it  takes  more  than  a  pretty  face  to 
break  down  the  barriers  of  English  society.  In  this 
connection  I  hope  the  reader  will  enjoy  as  I  do  an¬ 
other  of  our  biographer’s  delightful  deductions.  He 
quotes  the  assertion  of  a  contemporary,  that  Mrs. 
Arnold  was  “the  handsomest  woman  in  England,” 
couples  it  with  her  own  statement  that  she  feared 
she  might  lose  the  pension  which  had  been  granted 
her  by  George  the  Third,  because  she  had  no  influ¬ 
ence  with  his  successor,  and  then  infers  that  as  the 
handsomest  woman  in  England  was  not  the  mis¬ 
tress  of  the  regent  she  must  have  been  virtuous.29 
I  do  not  require  this  evidence  of  Mrs.  Arnold’s  vir¬ 
tue,  but  I  do  much  appreciate  the  exhibition  of 
logical  agility. 

Mrs.  Arnold’s  intelligence  may  not  have  been 

largely  cultivated  in  abstract  lines,  but  no  one  can 
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deny  that  she  was  quick,  active,  and  energetic  in 
practical  matters.  All  her  life  she  had  sensitive 
nerves  to  fight  against,  and  when  the  struggle  with 
circumstances  came  hardest,  she  was  apt  to  have 
internal  difficulties  to  contend  with,  as  well  as  ex¬ 
ternal.  In  the  crisis  at  West  Point  she  was  said  to 
have  been  hysterical  to  the  verge  of  actual  delirium. 
In  a  later  crisis  in  England  she  herself  writes  that 
“for  some  hours  my  reason  was  despaired  of.”  30 
After  Arnold’s  death  in  1801  she  was  in  a  state  of 
extreme  nervous  depression,  even  amounting  to  “a 
total  loss  of  memory  as  far  as  relates  to  present 
occurrences.” 31  Yet  there  was  the  element  of 
reserve,  by  which  such  high-strung  temperaments 
somehow  keep  a  hold  upon  themselves  when  it  is 
absolutely  necessary.  A  friend  speaks  of  her  hav¬ 
ing  “that  fortitude  and  resignation  which  in  a  supe¬ 
rior  and  well-regulated  mind  only  is  capable  of  ex¬ 
isting,”  32  and  there  is  no  question  but  that  she  had 
and  displayed  these  excellent  qualities.  It  is  clear 
that  she  directed  her  household  and  her  household 
affairs  with  skill,  prudence,  and  success. 

It  is  particularly  interesting  to  follow  her  in 
money  matters,  for  what  concerns  a  wife  and 
mother  more  vitally  than  this?  Mrs.  Arnold  has 
been  often  accused  of  extravagance.  It  is  urged 
that  her  taste  for  expenditure  and  display  was  a 
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main  cause  of  her  husband’s  financial  troubles  and 
hence  of  his  ruin.  Here  again  the  faithful  biog¬ 
rapher  does  not  fail  her.  Extravagant?  Of  course 
she  was  not  extravagant.  Over  and  over  in  her 
letters  she  insists  upon  the  necessity  of  economy 
and  her  immense  and  constant  efforts  to  exercise  it. 
She  wishes  to  do  the  best  she  can  for  her  children, 
to  give  them  every  possible  advantage,  “always 
keeping  in  view  the  absolute  necessity  of  living 
within  my  little  income.”  33  Her  father  especially 
commends  her  discretion,  and  in  good  set  terms  de¬ 
clares  that  “I  never  had  reason  to  distrust  your 
prudence.”  34 

Which  is  all  perfectly  just.  Only,  it  is  quite  pos¬ 
sible  to  be  well  aware  of  the  value  of  money  and 
of  one’s  limitations  in  regard  to  it,  and  still  to  spend 
very  freely.  There  are,  of  course,  those  who  squan¬ 
der  with  no  discretion,  and  it  cannot  be  for  a  mo¬ 
ment  maintained  that  Mrs.  Arnold  belonged  to  the 
number.  But  perhaps  the  most  fundamental  dis¬ 
tinction  in  money  concerns  is  between  those  who 
want  little  and  those  who  want  a  great  deal.  It  is 
only  the  former  who  are  really  independent  finan¬ 
cially  and  can  afford  to  treat  money  as  an  indif¬ 
ferent  matter.  And  Mrs.  Arnold  did  not  belong 
to  this  class.  She  liked  pretlv  clothes:  “If  any¬ 
thing  very  new  and  elegant  is  to  be  bought,  that 
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you  think  I  should  like,  pray  purchase  it  for  me.”  35 
She  liked  comfort  and  ease  and  the  good  things  of 
the  world  that  are  at  once  indispensable  and  almost 
negative  to  those  who  are  used  to  them.  Above  all, 
she  liked  to  make  a  good  showing  before  society, 
to  keep  up  appearances.  A  carriage,  she  must  have 
a  carriage:  “The  want  of  a  carriage  I  shall  most 
feel,  not  only  in  point  of  comfort,  but  respectability. 
I  have  been  endeavoring  so  to  economize  as  to  en¬ 
able  me  with  prudence  to  keep  one  for  three  or 
four  months  in  the  winter.”  36  She  was  used  to 
living  like  a  lady,  with  ladies,  and  she  could  not  bear 
not  to  do  it,  and  it  is  amazing  how  much  being  a  lady 
costs:  “I  am  almost  sick  of  the  struggle  to  keep  up 
an  appearance,  which,  however,  is  absolutely  neces¬ 
sary,  in  this  country,  to  bring  forward  a  young 
family.”  37  When  you  like  so  many  things  that  cost 
money,  you  are  pretty  sure  to  spend  ik 

Yet,  although  she  might  feel  inclined  or  obliged 
to  spend,  it  is  clear  that  Mrs.  Arnold  knew  the  value 
of  money,  how  to  handle  it  and  to  make  it  go  far. 
Also,  she  was  a  woman  of  business  to  a  surprising 
extent.  She  gave  a  great  deal  of  shrewd  and  care¬ 
ful  thought  to  the  subject  of  investments,  exercised 
elaborate  foresight  as  to  the  future,  and  her  letters 
to  and  from  her  father  are  full  of  minute  discussion 
of  business  matters.  Besides  her  pension  from  the 
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Crown,  she  had  property  of  her  own,  and  few  could 
better  have  understood  the  management  of  it.  She 
was  intimately  conversant  with  her  husband’s  rather 
complicated  dealings,  and  clearly  disapproved  of  his 
speculative  tendencies,  though,  like  many  other 
people,  not  unwilling  to  profit  by  them,  when  there 
were  any  profits.  After  his  death  she  set  herself 
with  extraordinary  energy  to  the  task,  which  would 
have  burdened  a  man  of  business,  of  clearing  up 
the  tangled  relics  of  his  estate,  and  the  self-satisfac¬ 
tion  with  which  she  recounts  her  efforts  is  not  only 
pardonable,  but  delightful:  “I  have  paid  every 
ascertained  debt  due  from  the  estate  of  my  late 
lamented  husband,  within  four  or  five  hundred 
pounds,  and  this  I  have  the  means  of  discharging. 
I  will  not  attempt  to  describe  to  you  the  toil  it  has 
been  to  me;  but  may  without  vanity  add,  that  few 
women  could  have  effected  what  I  have  done.”  38 

rv 

Mrs.  Arnold’s  relations  with  the  various  members 
of  her  family,  as  fully  developed  in  her  letters,  are 
always  charming.  Her  affection  for  her  father,  and 
his  for  her,  are  peculiarly  constant  and  significant. 
He  writes  to  her  at  great  length,  expressing  the 

deepest  solicitude  for  her  welfare,  extending  advice 
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and  more  substantial  assistance  in  liberal  measure. 
When  her  husband’s  death  and  her  own  ill-health 
bring  endless  trouble  upon  her,  the  father  deeply 
regrets  that  his  age  and  his  burdens  make  it  impos¬ 
sible  for  him  to  cross  the  ocean  to  console  her.  And 
after  her  death  he  expressed  to  one  of  her  English 
friends  his  solemn  assurance  that  “her  well-spent 
life  will  secure  her  a  happy  existence  hereafter.”  89 

The  daughter’s  letters  are  equally  tender  and 
responsive.  She  longs  to  visit  her  parent,  longs  to 
give  him  the  care  and  attention  which  his  age  should 
receive  from  her,  to  talk  over  her  difficulties  and  get 
the  benefit  of  his  counsel.  The  feeling  with  which 
she  acknowledges  the  gift  of  his  picture  is  touching 
in  its  tender  intensity:  “The  sight  of  it  occasioned 
sensations  I  never  before  experienced;  and  though 
I  scarcely  had  it  out  of  my  hand  the  whole  of  the 
day  I  received  it,  I  could  not  rest  without  getting 
up  twice  in  the  night  to  look  at  it,”  40  which  is  surely 
a  testimony  of  affection  that  ought  to  appeal  to 
anyone. 

Margaret’s  letters  to  her  sisters  are  also  attrac¬ 
tive,  full  at  once  of  cordial  confidence  and  natural 
interest  in  family  and  friendly  matters.  Not  is  she 
less  sisterly  or  less  dignified  in  her  references  to  the 
brother  who  seems  to  have  got  into  financial  diffi¬ 
culties  and  to  have  entangled  her  affairs  with  his 
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own.  But  what  puzzles  me,  as  I  have  indicated 
earlier,  is  the  slight  appearance  of  the  mother  in  all 
this  correspondence.  She  lived  till  1794,  that  is  for 
thirteen  years  after  Margaret  went  to  England. 
Yet  during  all  that  time  we  are  given  no  single 
letter  addressed  to  her.  Her  husband  speaks  of  her 
with  much  tenderness  and  deplores  her  death  as  an 
infinite  loss.  Margaret  occasionally  refers  to  her 
mother’s  health  and  inquires  for  her  with  respect; 
but  there  is  no  evidence  of  the  dependence  or  inti- 
mate  longing  which  one  would  have  expected  to 
find.  What  does  it  mean,  as  regards  Margaret,  or 
her  mother,  or  both  ?  I  wish  I  knew. 

With  her  own  immediate  family  Mrs.  Arnold  is 
as  interesting  and  as  dutiful  as  with  her  relatives 
at  home.  Arnold  had  sons  by  his  former  marriage 
who  were  brought  up  by  his  sister.  With  the  sister, 
who  seems  to  have  been  an  admirable  woman,  Mrs. 
Arnold  was  on  most  friendly  terms,  and  for  the 
sons  she  showed  exceptional  consideration,  thought¬ 
fulness,  and  a  really  exquisite  desire  to  do  what  was 
in  every  way  fair  and  loyal.  She  looked  after  their 
material  needs,  advised  them  in  their  difficulties,  and 
particularly  mediated  between  them  and  their  father 
when  there  was  occasion  for  doing  so.  “My  con¬ 
duct,”  she  wrote  them  after  Arnold’s  death,  “has 
been  dictated  by  regard  to  you,  respect  to  your 
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dear  father’s  memory,  and  an  earnest  desire  to  act 
with  uprightness,  feeling,  and  tenderness.” 41  There 
is  every  reason  to  believe  that  she  did  act  so 
throughout. 

With  her  own  children,  above  all,  Mrs.  Arnold 
was  charming,  all  that  a  mother  could  be  asked  to 
be.  She  enjoyed  them  when  well,  she  tended  them 
when  ill,  and  when  she  was  ill  herself,  her  dread  of 
being  a  burden  to  them  was  so  great  and  her  desire 
to  spare  them  so  intense  that,  in  her  abnormal  state 
of  mind,  it  almost  drove  her  to  suicide:  “At  one 
period,  when  I  viewed  everything  through  a  false 
medium,  I  fancied  that  nothing  but  the  sacrifice 
of  my  life  would  benefit  my  children,  for  that  my 
wretchedness  embittered  every  moment  of  their 
lives;  and  dreadful  to  say,  I  was  many  times  on 
the  point  of  making  the  sacrifice/’  42 

She  had  one  daughter,  Sophia,  and  four  sons.  All 
the  effort  of  her  life  was  directed  to  getting  these 
children  on  in  the  world  and  to  giving  them  such 
training  as  would  enable  them  to  fill  a  distinguished 
station  with  credit  and  success.  Here  again,  as  is 
natural,  the  substance  of  her  own  ambition  is  re¬ 
flected  in  her  ambition  for  them.  There  is  no  hint 
of  any  intellectual  pursuit  or  interest,  or  that  any 
such  thing  as  books  existed  in  the  world.  There  is 

no  special  insistence  on  religious  influence,  or  de* 
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sire  that  the  children  should  do  good  or  live  to 
benefit  their  fellow  men.  Public  positions,  promi¬ 
nence  in  the  army  or  navy  or  political  life,  social 
success  and  standing,  supported  by  the  solid  goods 
of  fortune  and  also  of  character,  these  were  the  sort 
of  things  that  the  mother  had  always  wished  for 
herself.  Why  should  she  wish  anything  else  for  her 
children? 

And  her  wishes  were  gratified,  and  that  they 
were  so  must,  no  doubt,  as  usual,  be  attributed 
mainly  to  her  effort  and  devotion.  Her  children 
seem  all  to  have  been  profoundly  attached  to  her, 
and  she  speaks  repeatedly  of  the  comfort  they 
bring  her,  of  her  pride  in  them,  and  of  the  absence 
of  anything  in  their  conduct  to  cause  her  regret. 
“But  when  I  assert  that  two  of  my  sons  have  ar¬ 
rived  at  the  age  of  manhood  without  having  by 
any  misconduct  given  me  an  hour’s  uneasiness ;  and 
that  my  third  son  is  exactly  treading  in  their  steps, 
you  will  not  think  it  a  vain  boast,  when  I  do  jus¬ 
tice  to  their  worth.”  43  If  you  consider  how  one 
hundred  millions  of  Americans  feel  about  Benedict 
Arnold,  it  is  interesting  that  their  mother  could  so 
speak  of  his  sons. 

v 

For  they  were  the  sons  of  Benedict  Arnold,  and 

she  was  Benedict  Arnold’s  wife,  and  no  other  phase 

82 


MRS.  BENEDICT  ARNOLD 

of  her  career  is  so  curious  to  study  as  her  relation 
to  him.  First,  one  is  curious  as  to  his  feeling  about 
her;  but  indications  on  this  point  are  difficult  to 
come  across.  What  is  most  striking  in  Arnold’s 
English  years  is  his  silence.  We  have  not  one  really 
personal  word  to  show  us  what  he  felt  about  any¬ 
thing.  Regret,  remorse,  explanation,  apology,  am¬ 
bition,  hope  for  the  future,  nothing  comes  to  us. 
F or  twenty  long  years  the  man’s  soul  is  practically 
hidden  behind  the  curtain  of  oblivion,  and  it  is 
hardly  to  be  expected  that  such  a  minor  element  as 
marital  love  should  be  more  elaborately  revealed 
than  other  things.  In  the  earlier  period  there  are 
gleams  of  tenderness.  Hannah  Arnold,  his  sister, 
writes  to  Margaret  during  her  husband’s  absence: 
“Yesterday  got  a  letter  from  your  anxious  husband, 
who,  lover-like,  is  tormenting  himself  with  a  thou¬ 
sand  fancied  disasters  which  have  happened  to  you 
and  the  family.”  44  Again,  Arnold  sends  to  his 
wife  in  Philadelphia  minute  directions  for  her  jour¬ 
ney  to  join  him  at  West  Point,  which  show  a  very 
attractive  and  considerate  solicitude:  “Let  me  beg 
of  you  not  to  make  your  stages  so  long  as  to  fatigue 
yourself  or  the  dear  boy.”  45  At  the  very  end  we 
have  Arnold’s  will,  “I  give  and  bequeath  to  my 
beloved  wife  ...  all  my  estate  both  real  and  per¬ 
sonal  ...  to  be  disposed  of  among  all  my  children 
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at  her  death,  as  she  may  think  proper,  not  doubting 
her  doing  them  all  equal  justice.”  46  And  Mrs. 
Arnold  is  made  sole  executrix,  which  is  perhaps  as 
solid  a  proof  of  trust  and  affection  as  one  can 
ask  for.  But  with  this  more  remote  and  formal  testi¬ 
mony  we  have  to  be  content,  so  far  as  Arnold  him¬ 
self  is  concerned. 

The  industrious  biographer,  always  watchful  and 
always  logical,  makes  one  of  his  remarkable  infer¬ 
ences  from  a  late  letter  of  Mrs.  Arnold’s:  “ I 
sometimes  fear  that  my  reason  will  give  way. — My 
sufferings  are  not  of  the  present  moment  only.— 
Years  of  unhappiness  have  passed,  I  had  cast  my  lot, 
complaints  were  unavailing,  and  you  and  my  other 
friends  are  ignorant  of  the  many  causes  of  uneasi¬ 
ness  I  have  had.” 47  This,  says  the  biographer, 
means  “the  painful  discovery  that  although  her 
happiness  had  been  sacrificed  for  Arnold,  yet  he 
had  not  always  remained  true  to  her.”  48  What 
unerring  vision  some  persons  are  gifted  with !  That 
Arnold  was  faithful  I  should  gravely  doubt,  con¬ 
sidering  his  character  and  his  past;  but  I  should 
want  more  evidence  than  the  above  to  assert  the 
contrary.  At  any  rate,  his  wife  does  not  hesitate 
elsewhere  to  speak  of  him  as  “the  best  of  hus¬ 
bands”  49  and  to  deplore  “the  loss  of  a  husband 
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whose  affection  for  me  was  unbounded.”  50  I  believe 
it  was,  as  it  certainly  ought  to  have  been. 

For  her  tenderness  and  devotion  to  him  appear 
in  all  her  letters,  though  we  have  not  a  single  word 
addressed  to  him  directly.  When  he  is  absent,  she 
longs  for  him  and  cannot  be  at  rest  till  she  knows 
where  he  is  and  how  he  does.  She  hears  of  the  cap¬ 
ture  of  a  town  where  he  is  supposed  to  be  and 
writes  passionately  that  till  she  gets  definite  word 
she  “shall  not  know  a  moment’s  peace  of  mind.”  51 
But  the  most  interesting  and  striking  display  of 
her  feelings  occurs  in  connection  with  the  duel 
fought  by  Arnold  with  Lord  Lauderdale,  because 
the  latter  had  made  insinuations  with  regard  to 
Arnold’s  conduct  in  America.  Mrs.  Arnold  became 
aware  of  what  was  impending  before  the  duel  oc¬ 
curred  and  she  describes  minutely  her  sufferings  in 
connection  with  it.  Anxious  as  she  was,  she  yet 
thought  first  of  what  was  due  to  her  husband’s 
reputation:  “Weak  woman  as  I  am,  I  would  not 
wish  to  prevent  what  would  be  deemed  necessary 
to  preserve  his  honor.”  52  Yet  the  strain  was  hardly 
endurable:  “What  I  suffered  for  near  a  week  is 
not  to  be  described :  the  suppression  of  my  feelings, 
lest  I  should  unman  the  general,  almost  at  last 
proved  too  much  for  me;  and  for  some  hours  my 

reason  was  despaired  of.”  63  When  all  ends  well 
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and  Lord  Lauderdale  calls  upon  her,  to  express 
“concern  at  finding  that  I  had  been  made  un¬ 
happy,”  and  some  of  the  first  characters  in  the 
kingdom  visit  the  general  to  applaud  his  procedure, 
she  has  this  charming  word  of  appreciation  of 
herself:  “Nor  am  I  displeased  at  the  great  com¬ 
mendations  bestowed  on  my  own  conduct  upon 
this  trying  occasion.”  54 

She  loved  him,  there  is  no  doubt  about  that.  But 
through  it  all,  the  question  that  teases  me  is,  what 
she  thought  of  him.  That  is  always  the  puzzle  with 
wives.  With  husbands,  also,  you  say.  Well,  yes. 
But  husbands  are  more  often  busy  and  indifferent. 
They  take  the  wife  and  her  affection  for  granted, 
and  go  bustle  about  the  world’s  affairs.  But  the 
wife  has— or  had,  in  the  older  time — secluded  hours 
and  days  and  years.  Her  husband  is,  after  all, 
pretty  much  the  whole  of  life  to  her.  She  knows 
him,  at  any  rate,  vastly  better  than  anyone  else 
does.  She  judges  him,  criticizes  him,  appreciates 
every  little  foible,  oh,  not  in  definite  words,  perhaps, 
even  to  herself;  but  she  knows,  all  the  same,  she 
has  to  know,  to  adapt  her  life  and  all  her  conduct 
and  even  her  thoughts  to  those  foibles.  Yet  to  get 
her  judgment  and  her  intimate  knowledge  is  always 
a  difficult  and  often  an  impossible  task.  The  instant 

anyone  else  judges  or  criticizes,  she  leaps  to  defend, 
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not  so  much  him,  but  herself,  her  judgment,  her 
choice,  her  love.  If  you  want  to  get  the  truth,  you 
have  to  watch,  to  divine,  to  develop,  with  the  subtlest 
care. 

Such  a  process  is  immensely  difficult  when,  as 
with  Mrs.  Arnold,  we  have  only  indirect  and  more 
or  less  formal  correspondence.  As  to  the  one  cen¬ 
tral  event  of  Arnold’s  career,  it  may  be  said  at  once 
that  we  have  no  word  from  her  at  all.  What  she 
thought  of  it  we  can  only  guess  in  the  obscurest 
way.  As  to  his  later  life,  what  is  most  interesting 
and  impressive  is  her  obstinate  effort  to  defend  his 
reputation,  to  see  that  his  name  was  transmitted  to 
his  children  without  a  stain  or  blot  upon  it,  and  does 
not  this  show  that  she  did  not  for  a  moment  recog¬ 
nize  anything  reprehensible  in  his  earlier  conduct? 
Or  does  it?  To  pay  his  debts,  to  assure  his  respect¬ 
able  standing  in  the  world,  for  this  she  toiled  with 
incessant,  unfailing  loyalty,  and,  it  might  almost  be 
said,  laid  down  her  life.  “I  have  rescued  your 
father’s  memory  from  disrespect  by  paying  all  his 
just  debts,  and  his  children  will  now  never  have  the 
mortification  of  being  reproached  with  his  specula¬ 
tions  having  injured  anybody  beyond  his  own  fam¬ 
ily;  and  his  motives,  not  the  unfortunate  termina¬ 
tion,  will  be  considered  by  them,  and  his  memory 
will  be  doubly  dear  to  them.”  55  His  motives,  not 
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the  unfortunate  termination- — was  it  not  thus  she 
looked  at  his  whole  career?  As  she  expresses  it 
elsewhere,  in  connection  with  a  specific  instance, 
but  I  think  certainly  with  a  general  bearing:  “The 
solicitude  was  in  itself  so  praiseworthy,  and  so  dis¬ 
interested,  and  never  induced  him  to  deviate  from 
rectitude,  that  his  children  should  ever  reverence 
his  memory. 55  66 

So  the  loyal  wife  asserts,  and  perhaps  believes, 
that  nothing  ever  induced  her  husband  to  deviate 
from  rectitude,  and  that  husband  was  Benedict 
Arnold.  And  what  strikes  one  most  in  it  all  is  the 
frightful,  desperate  solidarity  of  husband  and  wife, 
through  heaven  and  hell.  The  woman  was  delight¬ 
ful,  adorable,  and  ought  to  have  been  remembered 
as  such.  Yet  the  one  thing  that  causes  her  to  linger 
in  history  is  that  she  was  the  wife  of  a  traitor.  You 
may  extenuate,  you  may  mitigate,  emphasize  her 
innocence,  her  grace,  her  tenderness,  her  nobility, 
her  charm;  but  always,  when  she  is  spoken  of, 
comes,  “Oh,  the  wife  of  the  traitor,  Arnold.”  What 
strange,  involving,  enduring  perdition  we  unwit¬ 
tingly  bring  upon  ourselves ! 
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CHRONOLOGY 


Theodosia  Burr  Alston. 

Born,  Albany,  June  23,  1783. 

Mother  died,  1794. 

Married  Joseph  Alston,  February  2,  1801. 
Son  died,  June  30,  1812. 

Died  at  sea,  January,  1813. 


THEODOSIA  BURR 


i 

Considering  that  women  in  general  are  not  sea¬ 
farers  and  that  their  perils  and  disasters  are  rather 
of  a  domestic  order,  it  is  curious  that  two  of  the 
most  notable,  brilliant,  and  interesting  figures 
among  American  women,  Margaret  Fuller  and 
Theodosia  Burr,  should  have  been  lost  at  sea. 

But  indeed  Theodosia’s  life  was  picturesque,  sud¬ 
den,  and  tumultuous  in  every  way.  Her  distin¬ 
guished,  disreputable  father  said  of  himself,  “It 
seems  I  must  always  move  in  a  whirlwind.”  1  Theo¬ 
dosia  wrote:  “What  a  charming  thing  a  bustle  is! 
Oh,  dear,  delightful  confusion!  It  gives  a  circula¬ 
tion  to  the  blood,  an  activity  to  the  mind,  and  a 
spring  to  the  spirits.”  2  If  bustle  was  what  she 
liked,  she  got  it.  She  was  the  great-granddaughter 
of  Jonathan  Edwards,  and  no  doubt  she  received 
so  much  of  his  pious  inheritance  as  her  father  had 
not  frittered  away.  Born  in  1788,  before  the  new 
American  nation  had  settled  down,  she  lost  her 

mother  when  she  was  ten  years  old,  and  her  exist- 
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ence  became  involved  in  the  eccentric  orbit  of  her 
father’s  fortunes.  She  watched  him  first  in  the  hurly 
burly  of  New  York  politics,  then  she  saw  him  be¬ 
come  Vice-President  of  the  United  States  in  1800, 
then  he  was  thrown  into  disgrace  by  the  duel  with 
Hamilton  in  1804.  Meantime,  at  seventeen,  she 
had  married  a  wealthy  South  Carolina  planter,  Jo¬ 
seph  Alston,  who  later  became  Governor  of  the 
State,  and  she  swung  back  and  forth  between  her 
father  in  New  York  and  her  Southern  home.  Then 
in  1806  Burr  developed  his  wild  dream  of  a  Span- 
ish-American  empire.  Theodosia  shared  it,  and 
visited  the  victimized  Blennerhassetts  on  their  ex¬ 
quisite  island  in  the  Ohio  River.  Her  father  was 
arrested  and  tried  in  Richmond  for  treason.  She 
shared  that  episode  also.  Then  he  went  abroad  for 
four  years,  practically  in  exile,  and  she  longed  for 
him  and  labored  for  him  with  passionate  ardor, 
though  her  affections  were  also  absorbed  by  the 
husband  and  the  one  boy  at  home.  Just  as  her 
father  at  last  achieved  his  return,  she  lost  the  boy, 
and  her  life  seemed  wrecked  forever.  On  the  last 
day  but  one  of  1812,  when  she  was  twenty-nine 
years  old,  she  sailed  from  Charleston  to  meet  her 
father  in  New  York,  and  was  never  definitely 
heard  of  again.  It  does  not  require  mythical  pirates, 
who  drowned  her,  to  complete  the  tragedy.3  Surely 
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by  that  time  the  poor  child  had  had  bustle  enough 
and  would  have  relished  the  lovely  epitaph  which 
Byron  found  in  an  Italian  cemetery — implora 
eterna  pace . 

Theodosia’s  mother  was  a  delightful  woman,  and 
her  influence  on  the  child’s  earlier  years  must  not 
be  overlooked.  Her  maiden  name  was  De  Visme 
and  she  was  of  Swiss  origin,  but  she  was  a  widow, 
Mrs.  Prevost,  with  two  children,  when  Burr  mar¬ 
ried  her,  and  it  should  be  said  that  Burr  always 
treated  these  children  with  consideration  and  ten¬ 
derness.  His  wife’s  devotion  to  him  is  one  of  the 
assets  in  Burr’s  singular  career,  for  it  is  evident 
from  her  letters  that  she  was  a  woman  of  unusual 
nobility  and  charm.  That  she  loved  him  as  long 
as  she  lived,  with  a  girlish  abandon,  is  clear  enough : 
“I  am  impatient  for  the  evening;  for  the  receipt 
of  your  dear  letter;  for  those  delightful  sensations 
which  your  expressions  of  tenderness  alone  can 
excite.  Dejected,  distracted  without  them,  elated, 
giddy  even  to  folly  with  them,  my  mind,  never  at 
medium,  claims  everything  from  your  partiality.”  4 
Yet  she  was  by  no  means  an  emotional  or  capricious 
creature.  On  the  contrary,  her  letters  show  a  most 
apt  and  responsive  intelligence,  always  improving 
itself  and  on  the  watch  for  the  curious  and  helpful 

lessons  of  the  world.  She  read  widely.  In  one  letter 
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Burr  recommends  to  her  Plutarch,  Herodotus,  Gib¬ 
bon,  and  Plautus  for  light  reading,5  and  I  have  no 
doubt  she  turned  to  the  books  for  themselves  as 
well  as  for  him. 

In  view  of  the  wide  later  ambitions  of  her  hus¬ 
band  and  daughter,  it  is  interesting  to  observe  that 
Mrs.  Burr  was  not  without  her  frank  confession 
of  interest  in  the  upward  efforts  of  the  world.  In 
speaking  of  the  Empress  Catherine  of  Russia  she 
says:  “What  a  glorious  figure  will  she  make  on 
the  historical  page!  Can  you  form  an  idea  of  a 
more  happy  mortal  than  she  will  be  when  seated 
on  the  throne  of  Constantinople?  How  her  ambi¬ 
tion  will  be  gratified!”  6  To  such  an  ardent  spirit 
a  mythical  throne  in  Mexico  might  have  had  a  cer¬ 
tain  appeal.  Yet  what  is  most  striking  about  Mrs. 
Burr  is  her  earnestness  and  loftiness  of  moral  tone. 
Whatever  her  husband  may  have  been,  she  was  con¬ 
sistently  noble  and  high-minded,  and  her  religion, 
though  probably  not  narrow  or  dogmatical,  was 
pervasive  and  sincere.  “Piety  teaches  resignation. 
.  .  .  The  better  I  am  acquainted  with  it,  the  more 
charms  I  find.  Worlds  should  not  purchase  the 
little  I  possess.  I  promise  myself  many  happy 
hours  dedicated  at  the  shrine  of  religion.” 7 

That  this  lady  kept  a  close  and  careful  watch 

on  her  daughter’s  education  we  may  take  for 
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granted,  but  there  is  less  evidence  of  the  mother’s 
control  than  of  the  father’s,  because,  owing  to  his 
frequent  absence,  his  interest  was  expressed  in  let¬ 
ters  that  have  come  down  to  us.  It  may  be  said 
at  once  that  few  fathers  manifest  not  only  a  more 
affectionate,  but  a  more  intelligent  and  judicious 
care  of  their  children’s  welfare  and  spiritual  and 
intellectual  progress.  Burr  was  unquestionably 
lawless  in  his  dealings  with  women  but  he  never 
had  a  contempt  for  them.  Above  all,  he  was  in 
advance  of  his  time  in  his  belief  that  woman’s 
brain  was  capable  of  as  much  as  man’s  and 
should  be  given  the  same  culture  and  nourishment.8 
He  was  determined  that  his  daughter  at  least  should 
not  be  turned  over  to  the  frivolities  and  drawing¬ 
room  accomplishments  which  were  then  considered 
all  that  was  necessary  for  her  sex.  She  was  to  study 
serious  subjects  and  to  master  them — mathematics, 
sciences,  history,  languages,  literature;  he  advises 
her  as  to  all  of  them,  and  sees  that  she  keeps  at  it 
and  makes  progress.  When  one  thinks  of  what  he 
himself  was,  and  what  his  life  had  been  and  was 
about  to  be,  one  sometimes  gasps  at  the  quality 
of  the  advice  which  he  pours  out  so  freely;  but 
taken  in  itself,  it  is  excellent  and  might  well  pro¬ 
duce  the  best  results,  even  if  the  source  was  some¬ 
what  tainted:  “Not  that  the  languages  alone  can 
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decide  your  happiness  or  mine;  but  if  you  should 
abandon  the  attempt,  or  despair  of  success,  or  relax 
your  endeavors,  it  would  indicate  a  feebleness  of 
character  which  would  dishearten  me  exceed¬ 
ingly.”  9  Again,  “Negligence  of  one’s  duty  pro¬ 
duces  a  self-dissatisfaction  which  unfits  the  mind 
for  everything,  and  ennui  and  peevishness  are  the 
never-failing  consequences.  You  will  readily  dis¬ 
cover  the  truth  of  these  remarks  by  reflecting  on 
your  own  conduct,  and  the  different  feelings  which 
have  flowed  from  a  persevering  attention  to  study, 
or  a  restless  neglect  of  it.”  10 

As  a  result  of  these  paternal  efforts,  Theodosia 
used  her  intelligence  faithfully  and  zealously  all 
her  brief  life;  and  the  intelligence  was  evidently 
clear,  acute,  and  penetrating.  The  reading  which 
her  father  prescribed  for  her  was  somewhat  remark¬ 
able.  She  seems  to  have  studied  both  Latin  and 
Greek  at  an  early  age.  When  she  was  ten  years 
old,  her  father  writes,  “I  am  sure  you  will  be 
charmed  with  the  Greek  language  above  all 
others,”  11  and  a  few  months  later  he  remonstrates 
against  the  neglect  of  Greek  verbs.12  He  recom¬ 
mends  the  Odyssey,  recommends  Terence,  and  when 
she  is  married  and  a  busy  mother,  he  hopes  she 
reads  “Quintilian  in  the  original,  and  not  in  trans¬ 
lation.”  13  And  Theodosia’s  own  letters  are  not 
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without  allusions  to  the  authors  that  she  loves. 
Perhaps  she  may  have  had  a  little  more  leaning 
to  the  romantic  and  frivolous  than  her  father  would 
have  approved ;  but,  if  so,  he  had  succeeded  bravely 
in  eradicating  it,  and  by  the  time  she  was  twenty 
she  had  eschewed  light  fiction  as  unprofitable: 
“Novel-reading  has,  I  find,  not  only  the  ill  effect 
of  rendering  people  romantic,  which,  thanks  to  my 
father  on  earth,  I  am  long  past,  but  they  really 
furnish  no  occupation  to  the  mind.  A  series  of 
events  follow  so  rapidly,  and  are  interwoven  with 
remarks  so  commonplace  and  so  spun  out,  that 
there  is  nothing  left  to  reflect  upon.”  14  With  a 
mind  so  well  equipped  and  so  active,  it  would  seem 
natural  that  Theodosia  should  have  attempted  writ¬ 
ing,  and  if  she  had  lived  I  imagine  she  would  have 
done  so.  As  it  is,  there  is  nothing  of  the  kind  but 
her  charming  letters  and  a  project  of  translation 
which  was  never  carried  out.15 

It  must  not  be  supposed,  however,  that  the  girl 
was  a  pedant  or  a  blue-stocking.  She  was  thor¬ 
oughly  feminine  in  her  tastes  and  instincts,  enjoyed 
society,  and  was  fitted  to  shine  in  it.  She  was  lovely 
to  look  at,  with  a  strangely  simple,  round,  baby 
face,  but  clearly  intelligent  and  sensitive.  There  is 
no  sign  that  she  was  coquettish  or  over-fanciful  in 

her  dress ;  but  she  liked  pretty  things,  and  liked  to 
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display  them: “You  must  send  me  the  shawl.  I  shall 
be  down  at  the  races,  and  want  to  have  the  gratifica¬ 
tion  of  displaying  it.” 16  How  charming  is  her 
appeal  to  her  father  about  her  appearance  at  a 
party:  “I  danced  twice,  but  I  am  unable  to  tell 
you  whether  I  looked  well  or  danced  well ;  for  you 
are  the  only  person  in  the  world  who  says  any¬ 
thing  to  me  about  my  appearance.  Mari  generally 
looks  pleased,  but  rarely  makes  remarks.”  17 

Indeed,  as  in  intellectual,  so  in  social,  education, 
the  father  was  the  trusted  adviser  and  guide.  And, 
on  the  whole,  it  must  be  said  that  his  counsel  here 
too  was  excellent.  There  are  times  wThen  it  savors 
a  little  of  his  admired  Chesterfield,  as  when  Theo¬ 
dosia  visits  an  old  lady  who  likes  to  see  children 
fed  frugally,  and  he  urges  her  to  be  very  sparing  of 
meat  and  drink,  for  the  sake  of  the  good  impres¬ 
sion.  If  a  reason  is  asked,  she  is  to  say,  Papa  thinks 
it  not  good  for  me.18  But  in  the  main  his  precepts 
are  as  kindly  and  human  as  they  are  wise.  She  is  to 
seek  the  society  of  her  fellows  and  not  avoid  it ;  she 
is  to  be  careful  not  to  bore  anyone ;  she  is  to  under¬ 
stand,  to  sympathize,  to  learn  to  bear  the  little  rubs 
and  vexations  without  annoyance:  “Let  me  tell  you 
that  you  will  always  feel  much  better,  much  hap¬ 
pier,  for  having  borne  with  serenity  the  spleen  of 

anyone,  than  if  you  had  returned  spleen  for 
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spleen.” 19  Above  all,  he  begs  her  to  cultivate  the 
appearance  of  cheerfulness  and  kindliness,  well  ap¬ 
preciating  that  the  substance  is  bound  to  be  devel¬ 
oped  by  the  manifestation,  and  I  do  not  know  what 
saner  social  counsel  could  come  from  any  source: 
“There  is  nothing  more  certain  than  that  you  may 
form  what  countenance  you  please.  An  open, 
serene,  intelligent  countenance,  a  little  brightened 
by  cheerfulness,  not  wrought  into  smiles  or  simpers, 
will  presently  become  familiar  and  grow  into  habit. 
.  .  .  Avoid,  forever  avoid,  a  smile  or  sneer  of  con¬ 
tempt;  never  even  mimic  them.  A  frown  of  sullen¬ 
ness  or  discontent  is  but  one  degree  less  hateful.”  20 
It  is  easy  to  understand  that  the  man  who  formed 
his  conduct  on  such  a  principle  was  one  of  the  most 
beloved,  as  well  as  hated,  of  his  generation. 

His  daughter  was  beloved  also.  Such  expressions 
as  we  have  about  her  are  quite  ecstatic  in  their 
enthusiasm.  Even  Blennerhassett,  who  detested  her 
father  and  her  husband,  says  of  himself  and  of  that 
strange  Luther  Martin  who  defended  Burr  in  his 
trial,  “I  also  find  his  idolatrous  admiration  of  Mrs. 
Alston  is  almost  as  excessive  as  my  own.”  21  And 
Mrs.  Blennerhassett  goes  further  still:  “I  should 
not  think  my  life  even  worth  its  present  value,  did 
not  I  hope  once  more  to  see  and  converse  with  that 

woman  whom  I  think  almost  above  human  na- 
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ture.” 22  Theodosia’s  own  expressions  of  friendship 
show  that  this  popularity  was  founded  on  a  singular 
tenderness  and  power  of  delicate  apprehension  and 
comprehension.23 

Unfortunately,  circumstances  contributed  too 
much  to  blight  these  gentler  feelings.  The  disgrace 
which  overtook  her  father  reacted  largely  upon 
Theodosia’s  own  social  prospects  and  surroundings, 
and  she  was  forced  to  recognize  the  shallowness 
of  much  of  the  world’s  affection  and  the  bitter 
lining  of  its  apparent  kindliness  and  grace.  Ac¬ 
quaintances  fell  off  from  her,  friends  neglected  her : 

4 'Mrs. - had  even  the  cruelty  to  tell  me  that  I 

had  been  so  long  ill  and  so  long  friendless,  that 
I  could  not  feel  as  keenly  as  others  would;  and 
if  I  did,  I  should  have  remained  at  home;  not 
moved  about  the  world  helpless  and  dependent  on 
others.”  24  When  such  blows  come,  it  is  hard  to 
keep  the  cheerful  countenance,  harder  still  the 
cheerful  heart.  Burr  himself  was  born  so  infal¬ 
libly  gay  that  nothing  could  shake  him.  Friends 
might  fail,  hopes  might  wither,  strength  and  means 
might  vanish,  he  could  still  smile  on.  But  his  daugh¬ 
ter  was  made  of  more  delicate  stuff,  and  it  is  clear 
that  at  times  her  eyes  filled  and  her  heart  died 
within  her. 

How  much  religion  did  she  have  to  strengthen 
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her?  We  do  not  know.  Her  father  was  pretty 
largely  skeptical.  One  of  her  biographers  insists 
that  his  skepticism  was  never  allowed  to  affect  her, 
that  Burr  kept  it  to  himself.  This  I  doubt.  But, 
after  all,  his  own  skepticism  was  not  violent  and 
he  regarded  God  with  the  same  fine  tolerance  that 
he  bestowed  upon  all  animated  beings.  His  is  the 
truly  admirable  remark:  “I  think  that  God  is  a 
great  deal  better  than  people  suppose.”  25  On  a 
brilliant  summer  night  he  wishes  that  he  had  his 
daughter  with  him  to  share  his  religious  medita¬ 
tions:  “I  passed  some  hours  on  deck  admiring  the 
brilliancy  of  the  stars,  following  their  majestic 
march  through  infinite  space,  and  tracing  the  hand 
of  Omnipotence.  Presumptuous  aim!  Yet  there 
is  a  charm  in  such  contemplations  of  which  you 
know  all  the  luxury.  It  is  you  only  whose  society 
I  could  endure  on  such  occasions.”  26 

As  for  Theodosia  herself,  we  have  hardly  more 
than  the  exquisite  words  in  regard  to  her  husband 
and  child,  written  when  she  thought  she  was  dying, 
but  I  do  not  know  that  we  could  ask  for  anything 
more  convincing  or  more  lovely:  “Oh,  my  heavenly 
Father,  bless  them  both.  If  it  is  permitted,  I  will 
hover  round  and  guard  you,  and  intercede  for  you. 
I  hope  for  happiness  in  the  next  world,  for  I  have 
not  been  bad  in  this.”  27 


101 


WIVES 


II 

These  words  are  from  a  letter  addressed  to  Theo¬ 
dosia’s  husband,  and  her  husband  of  course  played 
a  conspicuous  part  of  her  life,  though  less  so  than 
he  would  have  done  if  it  had  not  been  for  her  father. 
Joseph  Alston  was  an  important  personage  in 
South  Carolina,  belonged  to  a  distinguished  family, 
and  had  considerable  possessions  and  abilities. 
Theodosia  seems  to  have  chosen  him  from  affection, 
and  there  is  a  legend  that  she  had  earlier  rejected 
Washington  Irving.28  But  Alston’s  Southern  life, 
habits,  and  tastes  were  naturally  strange  in  many 
ways  to  a  girl  who  had  grown  up  in  New  York, 
and  his  wife  did  not  always  find  it  easy  to  adapt  her¬ 
self  to  them. 

It  would  appear  that  Alston  was  an  excellent 
man  and  an  indulgent  and  devoted  husband.  We 
have  intimate  light  on  him  from  various  quarters, 
which  differs  in  quality,  as  might  be  expected.  The 
Blennerhassetts,  who  were  more  or  less  involved 
with  him  in  Burr’s  great  Western  conspiracy,  natu¬ 
rally  took  an  unfavorable  view.  Just  how  far  Als¬ 
ton  sympathized  with  his  father-in-law’s  designs  it 
is  difficult  to  say,  as  indeed  it  is  difficult  to  say  what 
those  designs  were.  But  pressure  like  Theodosia’s 
must  have  been  hard  to  resist.  Alston  evidently 
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admired  Burr’s  brilliancy,  and  was  no  doubt  taken 
with  the  glamor  of  his  great  adventure.  He  later 
denied  complicity  in  any  schemes  against  the  gov¬ 
ernment,  but  this  did  not  mean  much.  At  any  rate, 
both  Blennerhassett  and  his  wife  spoke  harshly  of 
him.  “How  can  she  live  with  such  a  man  as  Als¬ 
ton?”  asks  the  lady.  “You  see  he  has  not  had 
humanity,  or  even  politeness  enough,  to  answer 
your  letter.”  29  Blennerhassett  writes  to  his  former 
confederate,  accusing  him  of  committing  “the 
shabby  treason  of  deserting  from  your  parent  by 
affinity,  and  your  sovereign  in  expectancy .” 30  On 
the  other  hand,  Burr  himself  always  refers  to  his 
son-in-law  with  affection  and  often  with  praise. 
In  the  farewell  letter,  written  to  Theodosia  before 
the  Hamilton  duel,  he  suggests  that  Alston  may 
write  a  sketch  of  his  life  and  adds  that  “no  one 
could  do  it  so  well  as  he.”  31  Long  after  the  date 
of  the  conspiracy  he  commends  his  son-in-law’s 
military  ability:  “He  has  extraordinary  talents  in 
that  line,  and  may  never  have  another  opportunity 
to  display  them.”  32  It  is  only  in  moments  of  ex¬ 
treme  anxiety  as  to  Theodosia’s  health  that  he  is 
disposed  to  criticize,  and  even  then  he  is  always 
ready  to  allow  for  the  difficult  circumstances  with 
which  the  husband  has  to  deal. 

But  we  have  not  only  the  verdict  of  his  associates 
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upon  Alston’s  character,  we  have  a  number  of  his 
own  letters,  which  bring  out  many  of  his  traits  in 
an  interesting  fashion.  For  example,  there  is  the 
long  and  most  curious  epistle,  written  to  Theodosia 
in  the  days  of  love-making,  to  overcome  her  objec¬ 
tion  to  early  marriages.  It  seems  the  young  lady 
(at  seventeen)  had  cited  the  august  authority  of 
Aristotle  to  the  effect  that  “a  man  should  not  marry 
before  he  is  six-and-thirty.”  The  lover  admits  the 
weight  of  this  learned  opinion,  but  insists  that  even 
against  Cicero, 4 ‘who  stands  higher  in  my  estimation 
than  any  other  author,”  he  cannot  possibly  accept 
her  point  of  view.  Early  marriages  are  generally 
bad,  no  doubt;  but  his  case  is  different.  They  are 
all  always  so  touchingly  different,  aren’t  they?  He 
is  not  a  child.  They  never  are.  “Introduced  from 
my  infancy  into  the  society  of  men,  while  yet  a  boy 
I  was  accustomed  to  think  and  act  like  a  man.  On 
every  occasion,  however  important,  I  was  left  to 
decide  for  myself;  I  do  not  recollect  a  single  in¬ 
stance  where  I  was  controlled  even  by  advice;  for  it 
was  my  father’s  invariable  maxim,  that  the  best  way 
of  strengthening  the  judgment  was  to  suffer  it  to 
be  constantly  exercised.” 38  And,  to  be  sure,  at 
thirty-seven  instead  of  seventeen,  one  might  have 
stopped  to  wonder  whether  such  a  character  was  too 
well  adapted  to  marriage  at  all,  early  or  late.  But 

104 


THEODOSIA  BURR 

Theodosia  was  not  thirty-seven,  and  she  gave  up 
Aristotle  and  consented. 

And  it  is  very  clear  that  her  husband  retained 
his  affection  and  admiration  for  her  to  the  end.  No 
doubt  she  was  amply  worthy  of  both.  Still,  one  can 
see  that  he  might  have  found  some  drawbacks. 
There  is  that  terrible,  engrossing,  meteoric  father. 
He  played  a  great,  strange  part  in  the  world,  and 
also  in  Theodosia’s  life.  It  might  easily  be  imagined 
that  a  husband  would  have  found  such  a  father 
difficult  to  put  up  with,  might  have  been  sometimes 
indignant  with  him  and  sometimes  jealous  of  him. 
Perhaps  Alston  was  both;  probably  he  was.  But 
nothing  of  it  appears,  even  in  the  few  of  his  own 
letters  that  we  have  or  in  the  comments  of  either 
the  father  or  the  daughter.  And  what  he  writes 
to  Burr,  after  Theodosia’s  death,  certainly  indicates 
the  deepest  and  finest  appreciation  of  all  he  had 
lost:  “The  talents  of  my  boy,  his  rare  elevation 
of  character,  his  already  extensive  reputation  for 
so  early  an  age,  made  his  death  regretted  by  the 
pride  of  my  family;  but,  though  certain  of  the 
loss  of  my  not  less  admirable  wife,  they  seem  to 
consider  it  like  the  loss  of  an  ordinary  woman. 
Alas !  they  know  nothing  of  my  heart.  They  never 
have  known  anything  of  it.  Yet,  after  all,  he  is  a 

poor  actor  who  cannot  sustain  his  little  hour  upon 
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the  stage,  be  his  part  what  it  may.  But  the  man 
who  has  been  deemed  worthy  of  the  heart  of  Theo¬ 
dosia  Burr j  and  who  has  felt  what  it  was  to  be 
blessed  with  such  a  woman’s,  will  never  forget  his 
elevation.”  34  And  Alston  gave  the  best  testimony 
of  his  attachment  by  dying  a  few  years  after  his 
wife  and  son,  practically  of  a  broken  heart. 

On  Theodosia’s  affection  for  her  husband  we 
have  much  more  vivid  light  than  upon  his  for  her. 
In  the  early  days  of  her  marriage,  when  she  was 
absent  in  New  York,  she  frequently  wrote  to  him, 
and  the  letters  have  a  charming  touch  of  tenderness 
and  grace:  “Every  moment  I  feel  that  I  have  lost 
so  much  of  your  society  which  can  never  be  regained. 
Ah,  my  husband,  what  can  be  pleasure  to  your 
Theo.,  unassisted  by  the  charms  of  your  presence 
and  participation?  Nothing.  It  is  an  idea  which 
has  no  place  in  my  mind  unconnected  with  you.”  35 
When  he  is  ill,  she  writes:  “You  have  been  impru¬ 
dent,  and  all  my  fears  are  fulfilled.  Without  anyone 
near  you  to  feel  for  you,  to  attend  to  you,  to  watch 
every  change  and  share  every  pain.  Your  wife  only 
could  do  that.  It  is  her  whose  soul  clings  to  yours, 
and  vibrates  but  in  harmony  with  it ;  whose  happi¬ 
ness,  whose  every  emotion,  more  than  entirely  de¬ 
pendent  on  yours,  are  exchanged  for  them.”  36 

The  passage  of  years  brought  some  rubs  and 
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flaws  in  the  beauty  of  this  tenderness.  Alas!  it  must 
be  always  so.  These  husbands  perhaps  live  in  the 
wilds  of  South  Carolina,  far  from  the  sparkle  and 
gayety  of  New  York  society.  Again,  these  hus¬ 
bands  have  families,  and  sometimes  it  is  wearing. 
Theodosia  takes  a  journey  with  two  of  her  hus¬ 
band’s  relatives,  and  the  mischievous  creature 
writes  to  her  father:  “We  travel  in  company  with 
the  two  Alstons.  Pray  teach  me  how  to  write  two 
A’s  without  producing  something  like  an  Ass”  37 
Then  there  is  always  that  father,  and  the  strange 
complication  that  he  makes  of  life,  complication 
which  is  certainly  enough  to  distract  and  terrify 
the  best  of  husbands,  so  that  there  are  times  when 
it  seems  best  to  conceal  one’s  doings  from  marital 
observation  altogether. 38 

Yet  there  can  be  no  doubt  that  Theodosia  not 
only  retained  her  husband’s  love  to  the  end,  but 
returned  it  to  the  full,  and  her  influence  over  him 
must  have  been  in  proportion  to  the  depth  of  their 
affection.  The  beautiful  words  of  the  farewell  let¬ 
ter,  from  which  I  have  already  quoted,  though  writ¬ 
ten  in  1805,  would,  I  am  sure,  have  been  just  as 
appropriate  in  1812:  “Death  is  not  welcome  to  me. 
I  confess  it  is  ever  dreaded.  You  have  made  me 
too  fond  of  life.  Adieu,  then,  thou  kind,  thou  tender 

husband.  Adieu,  friend  of  my  heart.  May  Heaven 
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prosper  you,  and  may  we  meet  hereafter.  .  .  . 
Least  of  all  should  I  murmur.  I,  on  whom  so 
many  blessings  have  been  showered — whose  days 
have  been  numbered  by  bounties — who  have  had 
such  a  husband,  such  a  child,  and  such  a  father. 
.  .  .  Adieu,  once  more,  and  for  the  last  time,  my 
beloved.  Speak  of  me  often  to  our  son.  Let  him 
love  the  memory  of  his  mother,  and  let  him  know 
how  he  was  loved  by  her/’ 39 

in 

As  a  housekeeper  and  mother,  Theodosia,  young 
as  she  was,  seems  to  have  borne  herself  with  dig¬ 
nity  and  success.  Her  health  was  never  robust,  and 
the  entirely  new  conditions  with  which  her  Southern 
married  life  was  surrounded  were  not  wholly  favor¬ 
able.  Her  father,  who  worries  about  so  few  things, 
worries  constantly  about  her.  When  he  is  in  Eu¬ 
rope,  he  writes  home  with  plans  and  suggestions. 
He  urges  attention  and  consideration  upon  her  hus¬ 
band.  And  his  nearest  approach  to  temper  is  when 
he  imagines  Alston  is  neglecting  his  wife’s  welfare, 
and  keeping  her  in  South  Carolina  when  she  should 
be  transported  to  New  York:  “He  gave  me  his 
word  before  marriage,  and  I  claim  now  the  renewal 

of  that  promise.  You  may  be  made  to  do  anything; 
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to  say  anything;  to  write  anything.  After  four  ex¬ 
periments,  all  nearly  fatal,  I  would  not  have  made 
a  fifth  with  a  dog  ”  40  Theodosia  herself,  when  she 
is  ill,  turns  to  the  thought  of  her  father  for  comfort, 
and  longs  for  his  advice.41  There  are  times  when 
continued  and  prospective  weakness  depresses  and 
discourages  her.  But  it  is  evident  that  she  was 
not  one  of  those  who  cherish  imaginary  symptoms, 
or  count  on  an  enfeebled  condition  to  create  sym¬ 
pathy:  “I  exert  myself  to  the  utmost,  feeling  none 
of  that  pride  so  common  to  my  sex,  of  being  weak 
and  ill.”  42  When  effort  was  called  for,  she  dis¬ 
played  it,  and  she  clearly  had  the  gift  of  getting 
things  done.  Her  father  is  impressed  with  the  rapid¬ 
ity  with  which  her  “house  has  been  furnished  and 
established,”  43  and  calls  her  husband’s  attention  to 
it.  And  the  daughter  quietly  and  simply  states  her 
view  of  the  way  in  which  life  ought  to  be  met  and 
dealt  with:  “In  running  away  from  duties,  there  is 
something  cowardly  which  I  never  could  bear.”  44 
There  is  one  point  on  which  I  wish  I  had  more 
light,  and  that  is  Theodosia’s  management  of 
money.  Did  she  share  her  father’s  incurable  thrift¬ 
lessness,  her  father  who  gayly  wrote  of  himself,  “I 
never  buy  a  bit  of  furniture  or  take  the  smallest  trip 
without  being  duped  and  plundered ;  and,  when  it  is 
past,  I  console  myself  with  the  experience  I  have 
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gained,  and  the  full  assurance  that  it  is  the  very  last 
time;  and  this  has  gone  on  pretty  much  the  same 
way  near  forty  years.” 45  Was  Theodosia  af¬ 
fected  by  what  may  be  called  the  reaction  of  alter¬ 
nate  generations,  through  which  we  so  often  see  a 
child  instinctively  avoiding  the  weaknesses  and  ex¬ 
cesses  of  its  parent,  perhaps  even  falling  into  an 
opposite  excess?  Certainly  the  daughter  in  this 
case  had  no  trace  of  narrowness  or  meanness,  but  I 
cannot  help  thinking  that  hard  experience  in  child¬ 
hood  had  taught  her  something  more  of  prudence 
and  forethought  than  her  father  ever  learned.  At 
any  rate,  she  bewails  his  European  poverty  and 
makes  desperate,  if  not  very  successful,  efforts  to 
relieve  it. 

Whatever  her  economic  abilities,  she  undoubtedly 
had  occasion  for  them  in  running  her  establishment, 
which  must  have  been  at  all  times  a  considerable 
one.  Alston  had  the  slaves,  the  general  equipment, 
and  the  elaborate,  as  well  as  primitive,  living  ar¬ 
rangements  of  a  Southern  planter,  and  Theodosia, 
at  seventeen,  had  to  go  in  and  take  charge  of  these, 
and  I  have  no  question  but  that  she  did  it,  and  did 
it  well.  She  had  always  been  accustomed  to  a  simi¬ 
lar  elaborateness  in  her  father’s  house,  however 
great  may  have  been  the  uncertainty  of  paying  for 

it.  This  well  appears  in  Burr’s  account  of  his  prep- 
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aration  for  one  of  her  visits:  “Of  horses  I  have  five; 
three  always  and  wholly  at  your  devotion,  and  the 
whole  five  occasionally.  Harry  and  Sam  are  both 
good  coachmen,  either  at  your  orders.  Of  servants 
there  are  enough  for  family  purposes.  Eleonore, 
however,  must  attend  you,  for  the  sake  of  the  heir 
apparent.  You  will  want  no  others,  as  there  are  at 
my  house  Peggy,  Nancy,  and  a  small  girl  of  about 
eleven.  Mr.  Alston  may  bring  a  footman.  Any¬ 
thing  further  will  be  useless ;  he  may,  however,  bring 
six  or  eight  of  them,  if  he  like.”  46  While  another 
brief  passage,  with  its  charming  suggestion  of 
“bustle,”  gives  a  vivid  picture  of  the  state  in  which 
Mrs.  Alston  traveled:  “Heighol  for  Richmond 
Hill.  What  a  pity  you  were  not  here,  you  do  so 
love  a  bustle;  and  then  you,  and  the  brat,  and  the 
maid,  and  thirty  trunks  would  add  so  charmingly 
to  the  confusion.”  47 

In  her  attitude  towards  her  little  son  Theodosia 
is  as  faithful  as  she  is  attractive.  Her  letters  to 
her  father  are  full  of  the  child,  though  not  more 
so  than  her  father’s  to  her.  Burr  adored  his  grand¬ 
son  and  namesake  and  poured  out  incessant  coun¬ 
sels  and  suggestions  as  to  his  education.  Tutors? 
He  must  have  the  best  tutors,  must  be  taught  lan¬ 
guages,  and  mathematics,  and  literature.  His 

mother  must  keep  at  him,  and  if  she  does  not,  must 

111 


WIVES 


be  scolded:  “If  you  had  one  particle  of  invention  or 
genius,  you  would  have  taught  A.  B.  A.  his  a ,  b ,  c 
before  this.  God  mend  you.  His  fibbing  is  an  in¬ 
heritance,  which  pride,  an  inheritance,  will  cure. 
His  mother  went  through  that  process.”  48  Burr 
wants  him  taught  energy  also,  outdoor  sports,  and 
some  contact  with  life,  such  as  is  essential  to  fit 
him  for  success  in  a  democracy.49  When  the  child, 
at  four  years  old,  meets  an  infuriated  goat  and  puts 
him  to  flight  with  a  stick;  the  grandfather’s  soldier- 
heart  is  entirely  delighted.50 

And  Theodosia  listens  quietly  to  all  this  paternal 
advice,  and  takes  it  in,  and  profits  by  it.  But  it  is 
quite  clear  that  she  manages  her  child  in  her  own 
way,  and  intends  to  do  so,  probably  in  thoughtful 
consultation  with  his  father.  She  superintends  his 
lessons,  superintends  his  morals,  watches  over  his 
health,  wants  him  to  be  a  man,  and  a  brave  one,  and 
a  good  one.  How  pretty  is  her  anxiety  when  on 
some  trifling  occasion  of  alarm  the  boy  is  terrified 
and  runs  to  her  and  catches  her  skirts.  “Do  you 
think  this  trait  ominous  of  a  coward?  You  know 
my  abhorrence  and  contempt  of  those  animals. 
Really  I  have  been  uneasy  ever  since  it  happened.”51 

But  through  the  anxiety  and  discipline  it  is  evi¬ 
dent  how  much  she  loved  him.  And  then  he  died, 

vas  snatched  away  from  her  just  when  she  had 
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enshrined  ail  her  hope  in  him,  and  all  her  pride, 
and  all  her  life.  The  two  letters  written  to  her 
father,  shortly  after  the  loss,  are  tragic  in  their 
dry-eyed  misery,  their  quiet  revelation  of  a  spirit¬ 
ual  universe  in  ruins.  “Alas!  my  dear  father, 
I  do  live,  but  how  does  it  happen?  Of  what  am 
I  formed  that  I  live,  and  why?  Of  what  service 
can  I  be  in  this  world,  either  to  you  or  anyone 
else,  with  a  body  reduced  to  premature  old  age, 
and  a  mind  enfeebled  and  bewildered  ?  .  .  .  Which¬ 
ever  way  I  turn,  the  same  anguish  still  assails  me. 
You  talk  of  consolation.  Ah!  you  know  not 
what  you  have  lost.  I  think  Omnipotence  could 
give  me  no  equivalent  for  my  boy;  no,  none — 
none.”  52  And  again  I  turn  back  to  that  pathetic 
farewell  letter,  written  years  before,  when  she  had 
no  thought  that  the  child’s  death  would  precede 
hers,  and  it  is  touching  to  see  the  three  strands 
of  interwoven  love,  which  made  up  all  her  life,  so 
closely  mingled  together:  “Let  my  father  see  my 
son  sometimes.  Do  not  be  unkind  towards  him 
whom  I  have  loved  so  much,  I  beseech  you.  .  .  . 
Adieu,  my  sweet  boy.  Love  your  father;  be  grate¬ 
ful  and  affectionate  to  him  while  he  lives;  be  the 
pride  of  his  meridian,  the  support  of  his  departing 
days.  Be  all  that  he  wishes;  for  he  made  your 
mother  happy.”  53 
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But,  interesting  as  Theodosia  was  in  her  rela¬ 
tions  to  her  husband  and  her  son,  it  is  unquestion¬ 
ably  the  relation  to  her  father  that  is  the  predomi¬ 
nant  and  most  impressive  thing  in  her  life. 

As  to  Burr’s  worship  of  her  there  can  be  no  doubt 
whatever,  and  it  is  the  finest  and  most  attractive 
element  in  his  chequered  character  and  career.  I 
have  already  indicated  his  solicitude  for  her  educa¬ 
tion  in  her  youth  and  for  her  health  at  all  times. 
But  his  attention  and  absorption  appear  everywhere 
in  his  letters  and  journals.  He  writes  before  her 
marriage:  “The  happiness  of  my  life  depends  on 
your  exertions;  for  what  else,  for  whom  else  do  I 
live?”  54  During  the  lonely  years  of  his  European 
exile  his  heart  turns  to  her  with  a  clinging  tender¬ 
ness  that  is  singularly  touching  in  its  entire  sim¬ 
plicity  of  expression.  “I  am  always  full  of  trouble 
at  the  moment  of  despatching  letters,  being  always 
a  little  too  late,  of  which  you  have  had  too  many 
examples.  It  is  only  to  you,  however.  My  letters 
to  others  are  always  ready;  but  towards  you,  a  de¬ 
sire  to  say  something  at  the  last  moment — a  reluc¬ 
tance  resembling  that  of  parting;  but  all  this  you 
know  and  feel.”  55  If  he  has  sudden  hopes  of  for¬ 
tune,  if  his  wild  speculations  for  once  promise  to 

turn  out  well,  the  instant  thought  is  that  he  can 
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do  much  for  her:  “If  I  can  get  a  passport  to  Bre¬ 
men  and  Amsterdam,  I  will  send  you*a  million  of 
francs  within  six  months ;  but  one  half  of  it  must  be 
laid  out  in  pretty  things.  Oh,  what  beautiful  things 
I  will  send  you.”  56  When  the  direst  poverty  presses 
him,  the  very  last  resort  is  to  sell  the  precious  keep¬ 
sakes  that  were  hers:  “The  money  must  be  raised 
or  the  voyage  given  up.  So,  after  turning  it  over, 
and  looking  at  it,  and  opening  it,  and  putting  it  to 
my  ear  like  a  baby,  and  kissing  it,  and  begging  you 
a  thousand  pardons  out  loud,  your  dear,  little  beau¬ 
tiful  watch  was — was  sold.”  57  The  final  disaster 
of  her  death  did  more  to  shatter  his  extraordinary 
equanimity  than  anything  else  that  ever  happened 
to  him,  and  though  he  lived  on  for  many  years, 
and  loved  and  laughed  and  spent  and  trifled,  the 
scar  on  his  heart  was  never  quite  obliterated. 

What  is  perhaps  most  singular  about  this  pater¬ 
nal  tenderness  is  the  utter  confidence  of  self-revela- 
tion  in  it.  There  seems  to  have  been  no  fold  of 
his  subtle  and  complicated  spirit  that  this  man  was 
not  ready  to  open  before  the  child  whom  he  adored. 
There  was  no  reluctance,  there  was  no  modesty, 
there  was  no  shame.  Few  men  would  think  of 
writing  to  their  sons  as  he  writes  to  this  high- 
minded  and  exquisite  daughter.  All  his  love-affairs 

and  projects  of  remarriage  are  submitted  to  her 
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criticism  and  comment.  When  he  thinks  that  death 
may  result  from  the  duel  with  Hamilton,  he  wishes 
her  to  burn  all  of  his  letters  which,  if  by  any  acci¬ 
dent  made  public,  would  injure  any  person:  4 ‘This 
is  more  particularly  applicable  to  the  letters  of  my 
female  correspondents.”  58  Above  all,  when  he  was 
in  Europe  he  kept  a  minute  daily  diary,  which  was 
confessedly  intended  to  be  perused  by  Theodosia, 
and  to  form  notes  for  future  talks  with  her.  Again 
and  again  she  expresses  her  delight  at  the  thought 
of  seeing  it.59  Yet  there  are  few  more  scandalous 
records  of  erotic  adventure  extant  anywhere.  Can 
you  imagine  Pepys  keeping  his  diary  expressly  to 
be  shown  to  his  daughter?  But  that  is  apparently 
what  Burr  did.  Biographers  have  attempted  to  get 
rid  of  the  difficulty  by  suggesting  that  he  merely 
sent  her  an  expurgated  copy.  This  may  be  true. 
But  in  one  passage  at  least  he  requests  her  to  refer 
to  her  copy  to  verify  some  incident  as  if  there  were 
no  other  in  existence.60  And  any  such  labor  of  du¬ 
plication  seems  very  unlike  Burr,  while  the  tone  of 
the  whole  implies  the  image  of  Theodosia  looking 
over  his  shoulder  when  he  wrote  it.  The  only  pos¬ 
sible  solution  of  the  puzzle  lies  in  the  extraordinary 
temper  of  the  man,  his  combination  of  an  extreme 
subtlety  and  sophistication  with  a  childlike  naivete, 

such  as  we  see  so  often  exemplified  in  the  elder 
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Dumas.  But  even  so,  it  is  a  singular  spiritual  phe¬ 
nomenon,  both  for  him  and  for  her. 

At  any  rate,  as  a  result  of  so  much  confidence  and 
affection,  he  acquired  a  very  great  influence  over 
her.  It  is  touching  and  beautiful  to  see  how  she 
turns  to  him  for  advice  and  guidance  in  every  crisis 
of  her  life.  In  one  of  the  most  curious  passages  in 
his  letters  he  shows  how  great  he  himself  felt  this 
influence  to  be.  “From  any  man  save  one,  if  I  can¬ 
not  vanquish,  I  can  escape.  In  the  hands  of  that 
one,  I  am  just  what  Theodosia  is  in  mine.  This 
was  perceived  after  the  first  two  hours ;  and  seeing 
no  retreat,  nor  anything  better  to  be  done,  I  sur¬ 
rendered,  tame  and  unresisting,  to  be  disarmed, 
stripped,  hacked,  hewed,  dissected,  skinned,  turned 
inside  out,  at  the  will  and  mercy  of  the  operator.”  61 

Nevertheless,  I  cannot  help  feeling  that  he  some¬ 
what  overrated  his  power,  at  least  that  in  reality 
the  daughter’s  was  the  stronger  nature  of  the  two, 
that  when  she  was  really  convinced,  she  went  her 
way,  with  true  feminine  persistency,  and  even  that 
perhaps  in  the  end  she  swayed  him  more  than  he  did 
her.  See  what  she  says  as  to  one  decision:  “All  I 
can  add  in  writing  is,  that  my  judgment  approves. 
If  yours  does  not,  I  can  only  bewail  a  destiny  which 
places  me  amid  so  many  contending  duties;  sur¬ 
renders  up  my  heart  a  victim  to  such  various  feel- 
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ings,  and  at  length  robs  me  of  that  serenity  which 
is  deemed  the  infallible  reward  of  sacrificing  pleas¬ 
ure  to  what  is  right  in  our  own  estimation.”  62  She 
advises  him  almost  like  an  older  sister  in  his  matri¬ 
monial  perplexities,  and  it  is  evident  that  he  wants 
her  advice  and  takes  it.  With  what  a  noble  cry 
does  she  stimulate  him  to  endeavor  and  to  hope: 
“Tell  me  that  you  are  engaged  in  some  pursuit 
worthy  of  you.  This  is  the  subject  which  interests 
me  most;  for  a  long  time  it  has  been  the  object  of  all 
my  thoughts.”  63  And  indeed  in  more  than  one  pas¬ 
sage  he  indicates  his  sense  of  how  near  and  constant 
her  sympathy  and  influence  were.  “I  wish  to  say 
more,  but  in  this  way  and  at  this  moment  cannot; 
and,  besides,  as  I  have  never  a  good  idea  which 
does  not  occur  to  you  first,  it  is  deemed  unneces¬ 
sary.”  64 

Whatever  her  influence  was,  it  is  certain  that  she 
followed  every  step  of  his  career  with  passionate 
anxiety  and  interest.  His  doings,  his  plans,  his 
projects— she  demanded  to  be  kept  cognizant  of 
them  all.  “As  soon  as  you  have  formed  any  deter¬ 
minations,  I  conjure  you  to  inform  me  of  them 
as  soon  as  possible.  I  know  that  entreaty  is  not 
necessary.  I  am  too  proud  of  your  confidence  to 
affect  a  doubt  of  it;  but  my  mind  is  anxious,  impa¬ 
tiently  anxious  in  regard  to  your  future  destiny. 
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Where  you  are  going,  what  will  occupy  you,  how 
this  will  terminate,  employ  me  continually;  and, 
when,  forgetful  of  myself,  my  brain  is  dizzy  with 
a  multitude  of  projects,  my  poor  little  heart  cries 
out — and  when  shall  we  meet?”  65 

Naturally  what  interested  and  fired  Theodosia 
most  was  her  father’s  plan  of  Mexican  domination 
and  sovereignty.  After  the  Hamilton  duel,  in  1804, 
had  ruined  his  political  prospects  in  the  United 
States  and  he  had  parted  forever  with  that  phase 
of  ambition  in  his  farewell  speech  to  the  Senate 
as  Vice-President,  Burr  traveled  through  the  great 
Western  country  and  conceived  his  cloudy  scheme 
of  empire.  Details  are  vague  in  the  narrative  of 
historians,  as  they  were  probably  vague  in  Burr’s 
own  mind.  But  that  they  included  some  dream  sov¬ 
ereignty  of  some  kind  for  himself  and  Theodosia 
and  her  boy,  established  on  the  ruins  of  Spanish- 
American  dominion,  is  hardly  to  be  questioned. 
Two  brief  but  immensely  significant  passages  alone 
are  sufficient  to  prove  this.  There  is  the  sentence 
already  quoted  in  which  Blennerhassett,  writing  to 
Alston,  refers  to  “your  sovereign  in  expectancy,”  60 
and  the  still  more  remarkable  words  of  Theodosia, 
written  after  it  was  all  over  and  referring  to  a  pos¬ 
sible  disturbance  in  Mexico:  “Thank  God,  I  am  not 
near  my  subjects;  all  my  care  and  real  tenderness 
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might  be  forgotten  in  the  strife.” 6T  The  scheme, 
whatever  it  was,  failed  hopelessly,  partly  because 
it  was  in  its  nature  too  vast  to  be  realized,  still 
more,  no  doubt,  because  Burr  was  practically  inca¬ 
pable  of  keeping  up  with  the  great  sweep  of  his 
imagination. 

What  concerns  us  is  Theodosia’s  attitude  towards 
the  whole  affair.  First  how  did  she  herself  feel? 
Were  her  imagination  and  her  ambition  excited? 
There  is  no  evidence  that  in  general  she  took  much 
interest  in  politics.  It  was  persons,  not  causes,  that 
primarily  appealed  to  her.  Yet  we  must  remember 
her  mother’s  admiring  comment  on  the  triumph 
of  the  great  Catherine,  and  there  is  also  in  Theo¬ 
dosia’s  own  remark  about  her  Mexican  subjects 
something  which  suggests  that  the  cloudy  vision 
had  taken  a  hold  upon  her  fancy.  Sensitive  and  sen¬ 
sible  as  she  was,  there  are  touches  implying  that 
she  was  not  wholly  indifferent  to  the  distinctions 
of  the  great  world:  “I  would  to  Heaven  I  could 
be  with  you,”  she  writes  to  her  father  in  Paris.  “I 
long  to  visit  a  region  where  the  Muses  and  Graces 
have  some  favorites  .  .  .  and  circumstances  have, 
for  a  long  time,  been  inimical  to  my  advancement 
in  any  respect.”  68 

But,  whatever  her  own  personal  aspirations,  there 
can  be  no  question  about  her  passionate  interest 
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in  her  father’s  success.  She  would  have  liked  to  see 
him  emperor  of  the  world,  and  devoutly  believed 
that  he  deserved  to  be  so.  As  to  Mexico,  her  grief 
at  the  abandonment  of  the  project  is  intense  and 
lingering  and  shows  in  reference  after  reference  in 
her  later  letters:  “No  doubt  there  are  many  other 
roads  to  happiness,  but  this  appeared  so  perfectly 
suitable  to  you,  so  complete  a  remuneration  for  all 
the  past;  it  so  entirely  coincided  with  my  wishes 
relative  to  you,  that  I  cherished  it  as  my  comfort, 
even  when  illness  scarcely  allowed  me  any  hope  of 
witnessing  its  completion.’’ 69 

And  when  the  project  was  abandoned,  when 
failure  and  disappointment  came,  her  affection, 
her  devotion,  were  unfailing  and  illimitable,  as  in 
all  other  phases  of  her  father’s  career.  She  loved 
him  when  she  was  a  child,  she  loved  him  in  her 
mature  age,  loved  him  for  his  gentleness,  for  his 
thoughtfulness,  for  what  seemed  to  her  his  unselfish¬ 
ness  and  consideration,  and  because  he  liked  to  see 
people  happy.  When  misfortune  completely  over¬ 
took  him  and  he  was  being  tried  in  Richmond  for 
his  life,  she  stepped  right  out  and  stood  beside  him, 
as  proud  to  be  his  daughter  as  when  he  was  Vice- 
President  of  the  United  States.  He  had  nothing 
to  be  ashamed  of,  nor  had  she,  and  why  should 

not  innocence  turn  the  world’s  hatred  into  kindly 
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cheerfulness?  She  writes  of  her  stay  in  Richmond 
during  his  trial:  “Indeed,  my  father,  so  far  from 
accepting  of  sympathy,  has  continually  animated 
all  around  him,  ,  .  .  Since  my  residence  here,  of 
which  some  days  and  a  night  were  passed  in  the 
penitentiary,  our  little  family  circle  has  been  a 
scene  of  uninterrupted  gayety.”  70 

Far  more  astonishing  than  the  child's  devotion 
and  loyalty  is  her  inexhaustible  belief.  She  was  not 
only  completely  subjugated  by  her  father’s  charm, 
“I  find  that  your  presence  threw  a  lustre  on  every¬ 
thing  around  you.  Everything  is  gayer,  more  ele¬ 
gant,  more  pleasant  where  you  are,”  71  she  accepted 
him  as  perfect  with  an  almost  superhuman  perfec¬ 
tion:  “Indeed,  I  witness  your  extraordinary  forti¬ 
tude  with  new  wonder  at  every  new  misfortune. 
Often,  after  reflecting  on  this  subject,  you  appear 
to  me  so  superior,  so  elevated  above  all  other  men; 
I  contemplate  you  with  such  a  strange  mixture  of 
humility,  admiration,  reverence,  love,  and  pride, 
that  very  little  superstition  would  be  necessary  to 
make  me  worship  you  as  a  superior  being;  such 
enthusiasm  does  your  character  excite  in  me.  .  .  . 
I  had  rather  not  live  than  not  be  the  daughter 
of  such  a  man.” 72  And  this  was  written  after 
the  conspiracy,  after  the  trial,  when  Burr  had  cer¬ 
tainly  shown  all  the  defects  he  had. 
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Perhaps,  in  spite  of  her  enthusiasm,  she  was  not 
quite  oblivious  of  all  of  them.  If  you  look  very 
carefully,  you  can  find  an  occasional  touch  of  criti¬ 
cism.  Errors?  Oh  yes,  he  makes  errors,  slight  ones: 
“You  know,  I  love  to  convict  you  of  an  error,  as 
some  philosophers  seek  for  spots  in  the  sun.” 73 
And,  for  all  his  superhumanity,  even  she  suspects 
him  of  delaying  and  dallying  too  idly  with  the 
sweet  of  life:  “I  tell  you  this,  because  I  begin  to 
think  that  Hannibal  has  got  to  Capua.”  74  Yet 
these  are  trifles,  and  the  sun  of  her  existence  re¬ 
mained  for  the  most  part  unspotted. 

And  then  one  thinks  of  the  man  as  history  sees 
him.  To  Americans  in  general  to-day  he  is  simply 
one  branded  with  eternal  ignominy  and  with  the 
mark  of  Cain  upon  his  forehead.  In  the  most  chari¬ 
table  view,  it  must  be  admitted  that,  while  he  may 
have  liked  to  see  people  happy,  he  made  many 
people  wretched.  He  ran  a  wild,  disordered  career, 
with  little  spiritual  guide  except  his  own  whim  and 
the  passionate  fancy  of  the  moment,  with  little  real 
regard  to  whom  or  what  he  sacrificed.  And  if  sexual 
morals  have  any  social  significance  whatever,  he 
was  certainly  an  abominable  reprobate.  Worse 
still,  as  it  would  have  appeared  to  him,  and  possibly 
to  Theodosia,  he  was  not  only  a  bad  man,  he  was  a 
small  man.  By  a  petty  love  of  mystery  and  dis- 
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guise,  by  a  constitutional  incapacity  for  living  with 
great  purposes,  he  managed  to  give  to  even  vast 
designs  a  perpetual  flavor  of  comic  opera.  The 
little  things  of  life  were  just  as  important  to  him 
as  the  big,  and  while  such  a  disposition  may  not  be 
fatal  to  happiness,  it  surely  is  to  greatness.  Yet 
this  superb  woman,  with  an  intellect  as  keen  as  her 
character  was  lofty,  made  an  idol  of  him. 

And  it  must  be  admitted  that  a  peculiar  and  ex¬ 
quisite  tragic  pathos  is  infused  into  her  love  and 
loyalty  by  the  very  worthlessness  of  the  object,  as 
so  often  happens  in  this  troubled  and  unequal 
world.  She  had  the  nobler,  the  finer,  the  more 
dignified  nature,  as  well  as  the  stronger,  and  all 
her  nobility  and  dignity  were  lavished  upon  Aaron 
Burr. 

Yet  with  it  all  there  was  a  certain  similarity  be¬ 
tween  them  in  their  eternal  childlikeness.  With 
one  of  his  charming  touches  of  insight,  Burr  says: 
“Oh  yes !  I  knew  how  much  of  a  child  you  were  when 
I  sent  the  pretty  things.  Just  such  another  child  is 
son  pere” 75  The  world,  to  both  of  them,  was  in¬ 
stinctively  a  matter  of  pretty  things.  Love,  hate, 
empire,  life,  were  toys  to  be  trifled  with  and  flung 
away,  in  view  of  the  vast  ocean  of  illusion,  which 
tosses  up  men  and  gods  and  worlds  and  hopes  in 

ceaseless  admired  disorder  forever  and  forever. 

124 


V 


MRS.  JAMES  MADISON 


CHRONOLOGY 

Dorothea  Payne  (Todd)  Madison. 

Born,  North  Carolina,  May  20,  1772. 

Removed  to  Philadelphia,  1783. 

Married  John  Todd,  January  7,  1790. 

Married  James  Madison,  September  15,  1794. 
Madison,  Secretary  of  State,  1801-1809. 
Madison,  President,  1809-1817. 

Retired  to  Montpelier,  1817. 

Madison  died,  June  28,  1836. 

Died,  July  8,  1849. 
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i 

There  are  centripetal  and  centrifugal  spirits, 
spirits  which  turn  naturally  within,  however  they 
may  be  forced  without,  which  live  interior  lives, 
sometimes  tormented  and  perturbed,  sometimes 
sunny,  tranquil,  and  serene,  and  spirits  which  shrink 
from  themselves  or  forget  themselves,  finding  their 
activity,  if  not  their  happiness,  in  the  turmoil  of 
the  outward  world.  Assuredly  Mrs.  Madison’s 
spirit  was  centrifugal,  if  any  ever  was.  She  loved 
life  in  all  its  whirl  and  movement.  She  had  long, 
pleasant,  even  merry  years  of  it.  In  the  main 
outward  good  fortune  waited  upon  her,  with  a 
varied  if  not  always  uninterrupted  felicity,  and  she 
had  in  herself  those  rich  resources  of  spiritual  sun¬ 
shine  which  give  a  golden  tinge  to  even  gray  days 
and  somber  moments.  A  lady  who  had  known  her 
intimately  for  many  years  says  of  her  when  she 
was  nearly  sixty  years  old:  “She  certainly  has 
always  been  and  still  is  one  of  the  happiest  of 
human  beings,  .  .  .  she  seems  to  have  no  place 
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about  her  which  could  afford  a  lodgment  for  care 
or  trouble.  Time  seems  to  favor  her  as  much  as 
fortune.”  1  John  Quincy  Adams  reports  much  the 
same  thing,  in  his  dry,  crusty  fashion:  “She  is  a 
woman  of  placid,  equable  temperament,  and  less 
susceptible  of  laceration  by  the  scourges  of  the 
world  abroad  than  most  others.”  2  But  the  Shake¬ 
spearean  way  of  touching  such  a  temperament,  as 
of  touching  anything,  is  the  loveliest  and  most 
satisfying : 

“Happy  is  your  grace. 

That  can  translate  the  stubbornness  of  fortune 
Into  so  quiet  and  so  sweet  a  style.” 

Dorothea — or  Dolly — Payne  Madison’s  external 
life  was  certainly  varied  and  picturesque  enough  to 
involve  any  sort  of  experience.  Her  parents  were 
well-to-do  Virginians,  but  she  was  born,  in  1772, 
when  they  were  visiting  North  Carolina.  Her 
father  became  affiliated  with  the  Quakers  and  re¬ 
moved  to  Philadelphia  when  she  was  a  girl.  There 
she  was  brought  up  in  Quaker  surroundings  and 
there,  early  in  1790,  she  married  a  young  Quaker 
named  John  Todd.  She  bore  two  children,  of  whom 
the  eldest,  a  boy,  survived,  and  after  a  brief  period 
of  married  life,  her  husband  perished  in  the  yellow- 
fever  epidemic.  In  the  autumn  of  1794  she  married 

Madison  and  was  swept  into  the  whirl  of  his  politi- 
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cal  fortunes.  For  eight  years  she  was  the  wife  of 
the  Secretary  of  State  and  practically  the  head 
of  the  national  hospitality,  since  Jefferson  was  a 
widower.  For  another  eight  years  she  was  the  wife 
of  the  President.  In  1817  she  and  her  husband 
retired  to  Madison’s  estate,  Montpelier,  in  Vir¬ 
ginia,  and  they  had  no  further  connection  with 
public  life.  But  though  retired,  they  were  anything 
but  solitary,  and  till  her  husband’s  death  in  1836, 
and  till  her  own  in  1849,  she  was  always  the  center 
of  a  crowding,  hurrying,  shifting  pressure  of  human 
interest. 

It  is  hardly  fair  to  infer  that  the  woman  had  no 
inner  life  because  we  hear  nothing  of  it.  But  it  is 
safe  to  assume  that  the  rush  of  external  impres¬ 
sions  left  her  little  time  to  brood  upon  her  own 
soul,  its  nature  or  its  workings.  The  brief  records 
of  conversation  with  her  suggest  little  of  inward 
experience ;  but  they  are  brief.  On  the  other  hand, 
we  have  a  considerable  number  of  her  letters  and 
it  must  be  confessed  that  they  are  distinctly  ex¬ 
ternal  and  trivial,  the  letters  of  a  woman  of  the 
world,  kindly,  affectionate,  tender,  but  not  reveal¬ 
ing  much  of  spiritual  activity  and  suggesting  that 
there  was  not  much  to  reveal.  Occasionally  she 
remarks  that  she  is  so  shut  up  and  has  seen  so 

few  people  that  she  has  nothing  to  write.8  Ap- 
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parently  it  does  not  occur  to  her  that  the  adven¬ 
tures  of  the  soul  may  also  have  their  interest. 

She  had  the  elements  of  the  feminine  education 
of  that  day,  but  little  more,  and  she  had  never  the 
time  or  the  desire  to  educate  herself  in  the  field  of 
books.  Her  letters  give  astonishingly  little  evidence 
of  any  familiarity  with  the  thought  of  the  world. 
In  later  years  she  does  ask  for  a  novel:  “By  the 
bye,  do  you  ever  get  hold  of  a  clever  novel,  new 
or  old,  that  you  could  send  me?  I  bought  Cooper’s 
last,  but  did  not  care  for  it,  because  the  story  was 
so  full  of  horrors.” 4  She  even  pushes  her  enthusi¬ 
asm  so  far  as  to  call  for  the  “Romance  of  History.” 5 
But  we  do  not  hear  that  she  got  it  or  read  it.  Her 
knowledge  of  the  human  heart,  which  was  probably 
extensive  in  its  kind,  was  not  obtained  from  books. 

Nor  did  her  Quaker  training  give  her  much  in 
the  way  of  accomplishments  or  prepare  her  for 
aesthetic  enjoyment.  The  house  at  Montpelier  was 
full  of  busts,  paintings,  and  drawings,  some  of  them 
by  artists  of  high  quality.  She  showed  these  things 
to  her  guests.  Perhaps  she  enjoyed  them  herself. 
The  only  allusion  to  music  is  somewhat  mechanical: 
“The  music-box  is  playing  beside  me,  and  seems 
well  adapted  to  solitude.” 6  Montpelier  was  situated 
in  a  beautiful  region  and  the  natural  beauty  was 

heightened  by  art.  She  must  have  felt  all  this,  but 
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she  does  not  speak  of  it.  It  is  said  that  she  was  an 
ardent  gardener  and  tended  her  flowers  with  much 
devotion.  We  have  a  charming  picture  of  her,  ris¬ 
ing  very  early,  while  her  visitors  were  asleep,  and 
working  in  her  long  apron  among  the  dewy  blos¬ 
soms.7  She  plucked  them  and  then  bestowed  them 
lavishly  upon  her  friends.  For  her  existence  seems 
to  have  been  mainly  one  of  give,  give,  give,  give 
time,  give  goods,  give  life.  As  was  said  of  another 
lady,  of  equally  abundant  temper,  “she  was  too 
generous  with  herself.”  And  giving  is  no  doubt  an 
excellent  and  charming  thing.  Only  perhaps  those 
give  best  who  also  sometimes  take,  at  least  a  little. 

Thus,  if  religion  consists  in  charity  and  external 
kindliness,  it  is  evident  that  Mrs.  Madison  was 
rich  in  it,  and  certainly  this  is  the  part  of  religion 
that  is  most  serviceable.  Again,  I  should  not  under¬ 
take  to  deny  that  she  had  depths  of  spiritual  ex¬ 
perience.  But  there  are  no  signs  of  it,  and  the 
signs  are  mainly  the  other  way.  In  talk  with 
Ticknor  she  defended  the  Quakers,  as  she  would 
have  defended  any  friend.8  In  mature  years  she 
was  a  faithful  attendant  upon  the  Episcopal  serv¬ 
ice.  But  she  had  comparatively  little  suffering  or 
depression  to  drive  her  to  God,  and  she  lived  curi¬ 
ously  remote  in  spirit  from  the  evil  of  the  world. 

When  she  hears  of  the  burning  of  Mount  Vernon, 
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she  exclaims  against  “the  wickedness  of  men  and 
women.”  9  But  somehow  it  does  not  seem  to  touch 
her  very  directly.  What  is  most  noticeable  about 
her  spiritual  attitude  is  a  large  and  sweet  tolerance, 
which  she  may  have  imbibed  in  part  from  her 
Quaker  connections,  but  which  I  think  was  also 
largely  owing  to  her  husband  and  to  her  great 
friend,  Thomas  Jefferson.  This  open  and  sunny 
charity  is  by  no  means  the  worst  of  religions, 
though  perhaps  even  Jefferson  would  have  been 
hardly  ready  to  accept  Anatole  France’s  charming 
formulation  of  it:  “Tolerance  is  so  dear  to  me  that 
I  would  sacrifice  for  it  even  the  sweetest  of  beliefs.” 

ii 

And  so  Mrs.  Madison’s  life  is  to  be  studied 
chiefly  in  her  relations  to  other  human  beings,  and 
we  may  begin  with  the  nearest,  her  husband,  or 
husbands.  As  to  the  first,  John  Todd,  we  know 
less  than  we  could  wish,  and  we  are  not  even  quite 
clear  as  to  Dolly’s  feeling  about  him.  It  is  said 
that  she  was  averse  to  the  marriage  and  only  yielded 
to  pressure  from  her  father;  but  such  stories  count 
for  little.  In  any  case,  there  is  sufficient  evidence 
of  later  affection  and  Todd  appears  to  have  been 
a  sober,  manly,  hard-working,  devoted  fellow  who 

would  have  made  her  happy  if  he  had  lived.  Her 
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circumstances  after  his  death  are  again  somewhat 
doubtful;  but  for  a  time  she  lived  with  her  mother, 
who,  in  Dolly’s  delicate  phrase,  “after  my  father’s 
death  received  into  her  house  some  gentlemen  as 
boarders.”  10  Among  these  boarders  was  Aaron 
Burr,  and  it  would  seem  as  if  a  beautiful  young 
widow  might  have  been  a  tempting  morsel  for 
Burr’s  universal  rapacity.  Nothing  of  the  sort 
appears,  however,  and  instead,  Madison  selected 
Burr  as  the  means  of  getting  himself  introduced 
to  the  lady  who  had  attracted  his  attention.  We 
have  the  brief  note  in  which  Dolly  announced  the 
event :  “Dear  friend,  thou  must  come  to  me.  Aaron 
Burr  says  that  the  ‘great  little  Madison’  has  asked 
to  be  brought  to  see  me  this  evening.” 11  He  came, 
and  the  courtship  progressed  rapidly. 

In  Mrs.  Todd’s  acceptance  of  this  new  suitor 
there  was  probably  a  complication  of  motives.  He 
was  twenty  years  older  than  she.  He  had  pre¬ 
viously  made  unsuccessful  attempts  at  marriage, 
the  lady  in  one  case  having  lightly  tossed  him 
aside  for  a  showy  young  parson.  Though  Madison’s 
face  was  distinguished  and  even  handsome,  he  was 
far  from  imposing  in  appearance,  and  in  later  life 
Irving  said  of  him,  “Poor  Jemmy!  he  is  but  a  with¬ 
ered  little  apple-john.”  12  On  the  other  hand,  he 

was  already  prominent  politically  and  seemed  des- 
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tinecl  to  be  more  so,  and  there  was  a  rather  remark¬ 
able  similarity  of  temperament  between  the  two. 
Dolly  may  not  have  conceived  a  romantic  passion 
for  him,  but  she  cherished  a  warm,  sincere  affection 
which  lasted  all  his  life. 

And  Madison  thoroughly  deserved  it.  He  played 
a  great  part  in  his  country's  history,  and  on  the 
whole  played  it  adequately.  It  must  be  under¬ 
stood  at  the  start  that  he  was  essentially  an  intel- 
lectualist,  a  thinker  rather  than  a  doer.  From  his 
youth  he  read  widely,  and  thought  widely  also,  if 
not  always  very  deeply.  The  critical  value  of  this 
broad  and  temperate  study  in  the  building  of  the 
national  Constitution  was  immense,  and  Madison’s 
sober  and  solidly  reasoned  judgment  most  ably 
balanced  and  sustained  the  ardent  enthusiasm  of 
Hamilton.  When  it  came  to  executive  government 
later,  the  intellectualist  was  somewhat  less  success¬ 
ful,  and  the  ill-managed  War  of  1812  did  not  help 
his  reputation,  while  his  naturally  impartial  and 
judicial  temper  became  more  or  less  involved  in 
the  party  passions  of  the  time.  Still,  even  in  this 
regard  he  was  much  more  moderate  than  Jefferson, 
and  in  the  main  he  will  always  stand  in  history  as 
a  wise,  discreet,  and  luminous  spirit.  I  like,  as 
coming  from  that  source,  his  wife’s  summary  of  his 

qualities  in  her  letter  to  Jackson  after  her  hus- 
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band’s  death:  “He,  who  had  never  lost  sight  of  that 
consistency,  symmetry,  and  beauty  of  character  in 
all  its  parts,  which  rendered  his  own  transcendent 
as  a  whole  and  worthy  of  the  best  aspirations.”  13 

This  summary,  however,  omits  the  charming  hu¬ 
mor  which  rendered  Madison  delightful  in  private 
intercourse.  In  public  he  was  formal  and  conven¬ 
tional  enough;  but  with  his  intimates  he  had  a 
graceful  gayety  which  seems  rarely  to  have  failed. 
Indeed,  it  clung  to  him  to  the  very  last.  In  his 
fatal  illness  a  friend  begged  him  not  to  try  to  talk 
in  his  enforced  recumbent  position.  He  answered, 
summing  up  the  career  of  the  statesman  and  diplo¬ 
mat,  “Oh,  I  always  talk  most  easily  when  I  lie.”  14 
And  his  credibly  reported  dying  words  have  a 
grace  and  significance  which  seldom  appear  in  such 
a  situation.  On  the  morning  of  his  death  his  niece 
gave  him  his  breakfast  and,  observing  that  he  had 
difficulty  in  swallowing,  asked,  “What  is  the  matter, 
Uncle  Jeames?”  “Nothing  more  than  a  change  of 
mind,  my  dear.”  irj  Shortly  after  he  was  dead. 

It  is  generally  supposed  that  Mrs.  Madison  was 
not  closely  involved  in  her  husband’s  political  in¬ 
terests.  This  is  probably  true.  At  the  same  time, 
there  are  bits  in  her  letters  which  seem  to  indicate 
that  she  followed  the  general  currents  of  the 

time  with  intelligent  attention,  and  her  husband’s 
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letters  to  her  also  show  that  he  confided  in  her  and 
trusted  her.  I  relish  particularly  the  mixture  of 
public  and  intimately  feminine  concern  which  ap¬ 
pears  in  the  following  passage  referring  to  the 
movement  of  ships  of  war:  “No  Constitution  heard 
of  yet;  the  Hornet  went  to  take  despatches  and  to 
let  them  know  our  determination  to  fight  for  our 
rights.  I  wrote  by  the  Hornet  to  Mrs.  Barlow  and 
begged  her  to  send  me  anything  she  thought  suit¬ 
able  in  the  way  of  millinery.”  1(5  But  in  another  let¬ 
ter  she  writes  to  Madison  himself  with  a  simplicity, 
sweetness,  and  dignity  which  would  be  becoming 
to  any  wife  in  any  age:  “You  know  I  am  not  much 
of  a  politician,  but  I  am  extremely  anxious  to  hear 
(as  far  as  you  think  proper)  what  is  going  forward 
in  the  Cabinet.  On  this  subject  I  believe  you  would 
not  desire  your  wife  to  be  the  active  partisan  that 
our  neighbor  is,  Mrs.  L.,  nor  will  there  be  the 
slightest  danger,  while  she  is  conscious  of  her  want 
of  talents,  and  the  diffidence  in  expressing  those 
opinions,  always  imperfectly  understood  by  her 
sex.”  17 

It  is  again  a  query  how  far  the  wife  shared  and 
stimulated  her  husband’s  political  ambition.  That 
she  liked  and  appreciated  his  high  standing  and 
office  is  evident  enough.  What  woman  would  not? 

But  it  seems  quite  clear  that  she  early  made  up 
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her  mind  that  her  part  in  the  matter  was  social. 
She  would  see  to  it  that  the  Madisons  were  gener¬ 
ally  known  and  well  beloved,  that  the  rancor  of 
party  was  softened  as  much  as  possible  in  social 
relations,  and  most  admirably  and  successfully  did 
she  labor  to  that  end. 

Nor  is  there  any  direct  proof  that  she  often  en¬ 
deavored  to  exert  her  influence  for  political  pur¬ 
poses.  If  she  put  her  friends  into  office,  we  do  not 
hear  of  it.  In  1806  and  1807  there  was  a  rather 
sharp  rivalry  between  Madison  and  Monroe  for 
the  presidential  succession  and  Mrs.  Madison  is 
said  to  have  spoken  bitterly  about  Monroe.18  Also, 
at  that  period,  John  Randolph,  who  was  for  the 
moment  a  Monroe  partisan,  writes  to  his  candidate 
of  his  rival,  as  follows :  “There  is  another  considera¬ 
tion  which  I  know  not  how  to  touch.  You,  mv  dear 
sir,  cannot  be  ignorant — although  of  all  mankind 
you,  perhaps,  have  the  least  cause  to  know  it — 
how  deeply  the  respectability  of  any  character  may 
be  impaired  by  an  unfortunate  matrimonial  connec¬ 
tion — I  can  pursue  this  subject  no  further.” 19 
What  Randolph  meant  he  does  not  explain,  nor 
can  anyone  else.  On  the  other  hand,  Blaine,  writing 
at  a  later  period,  says:  “Mrs.  Madison  saved  the 
administration  of  her  husband,  held  him  back  from 
the  extremes  of  Jeffersonism,  ard  enabled  him  to 
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escape  from  the  terrible  dilemma  of  the  War  of 
’12.  But  for  her,  De  Witt  Clinton  would  have  been 
chosen  President  in  1812.”  20  Perhaps  it  would  be 
as  difficult  to  substantiate  this  claim  as  to  support 
the  insinuations  of  Randolph.  But  it  is  probable 
that  the  wife’s  broad,  kindly,  and  tolerant  temper, 
so  akin  to  his  own,  sustained  and  strengthened  the 
husband  in  a  habitual  attitude  of  lenience  and 
generosity. 

Mrs.  Madison’s  most  intense  and  direct  contact 
with  politics  undoubtedly  came  during  the  trying 
years  of  the  war.  She  may  not  have  taken  great 
interest  in  the  more  abstract  aspects  of  the  matter ; 
but  there  were  personal  features  that  could  not  but 
come  home  to  her.  There  were  too  brief  moments 
of  triumph,  chiefly  in  connection  with  the  brilliant 
naval  operations.  One  bit  of  anecdote  focuses 
the  twinkling  gleams  of  glory  in  an  effective  man¬ 
ner.  A  great  ball  was  given  in  Washington,  to 
celebrate  the  captures  of  the  Alert  and  the  Guer- 
riere.  In  the  midst  of  all  the  gayety  Lieutenant 
Paul  Hamilton  arrived  with  the  news  of  the  taking 
of  the  Macedonian  and  bearing  her  flag.  He  was 
ushered  into  the  hall  with  shouts  of  joy  and  con¬ 
gratulation,  and  presented  the  flag  to  Mrs.  Madi¬ 
son  before  it  was  hung  on  the  wall  with  those  of 

the  other  captured  vessels.21 
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One  likes  to  afford  her  at  least  this  fleeting  in¬ 
stant  of  enjoyment,  for  the  remainder  of  the  war 
period  was  largely  a  time  of  anxiety  and  annoy¬ 
ance.  The  culmination  came  in  the  British  seizure 
of  the  capital.  Such  a  disaster  was  hardly  looked 
for,  even  up  to  the  last  moment.  Mrs.  Madison 
sat  in  the  White  House,  waiting  for  the  return 
of  her  husband  and  the  Cabinet,  who  had  gone  out 
to  see  the  fighting.  Dinner  was  on  the  table,22  and 
every  one  expected  a  safe,  if  not  a  triumphant 
result.  Then  a  messenger  came  hurrying  in  with 
word  that  the  British  were  advancing  and  the  White 
House  must  be  abandoned  in  the  utmost  haste. 
Mrs.  Madison  gathered  up  what  she  could  and 
went.  The  story  that  she  herself  cut  the  portrait 
of  Washington  from  the  frame  will  probably  never 
be  quite  disposed  of,  though  she  could  not  have 
done  it,  as  the  picture  could  be  reached  only  by  a 
ladder  and  was  removed  under  her  directions  by 
the  servants.23  But  she  took  the  valuables  that 
seemed  to  her  most  essential  and  hurried  in  her 
carriage  across  the  Potomac,  seeking  refuge  with 
friends,  while  her  home  and  her  possessions  were 
destroyed  almost  before  her  eyes.  In  a  short  time 
it  was  all  over,  the  British  had  retired,  and  she  was 

able  to  go  back.  But  the  shock  and  strain  of  it 
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must  have  been  severe,  and  such  agonizing  memories 
made  peace  doubly  welcome,  when  at  last  it  came. 

Through  all  these  agitations,  and  through  all 
the  varied  experiences  of  a  long  career,  it  is  evident 
that  Madison  clung  to  his  wife  with  constant  and 
untroubled  affection.  He  was  a  man  who,  for  all 
his  public  activity,  loved  home  and  domestic  ten¬ 
derness,  and  he  appreciated  them  where  he  found 
them.  And  the  wife’s  affection  for  her  husband 
is  equally  undisputed.  They  had  no  children,  and 
though  they  both  were  fondly  attached  to  the  son 
by  her  first  marriage,  they  both  felt  that  they  had 
little  in  the  world  besides  each  other.  High-wrought 
romantic  ardor  was  hardly  in  Dolly’s  nature;  but 
perhaps  she  was  all  the  more  capable  of  a  gentle 
glow  of  persistent  devotion.  When  she  is  obliged 
by  illness  and  the  need  of  treatment  to  leave  her 
husband’s  side,  she  longs  for  him.  She  is  unable  to 
sleep  from  anxiety  about  him,  she  says,  and  she  em¬ 
phasizes  the  grief  “I  feel  at  even  so  short  a  separa¬ 
tion  from  one  who  is  all  in  all  to  me.”  24  When  she 
is  well  and  with  him,  without  relatives  and  friends 
to  distract  her,  she  writes,  “You  may  imagine  me 
the  very  shadow  of  my  husband.”  25  In  later  years, 
during  his  long  illness,  she  is  most  faithful  in  attend¬ 
ance,  and  for  months  she  remains  near  at  hand, 

ready  to  minister  to  all  his  wants.  After  his  death 
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she  clings  to  the  tradition  of  his  glory,  and  I  like 
especially  her  desperate  determination  to  save  his 
papers  when  they  were  threatened  by  fire.  It  is 
true  that  the  papers  represented  a  substantial 
money  value  when  she  sorely  needed  it,  but  they 
represented  far  more  than  money,  the  memory  of 
past  glory  and  delight.  How  vivid  is  the  picture 
of  her,  suddenly  awakened  from  sound  sleep,  with 
the  smoke  swirling  about  her,  but  refusing  to  be 
saved  till  the  servants  had  gathered  together  the 
precious  papers,  and  then,  when  the  fire  was  extin¬ 
guished,  “laughingly  returning,  clad  in  a  black 
velvet  gown  and  nightcap,  with  bare  feet.”  26 

in 

This  episode,  together  with  her  conduct  during 
the  British  invasion  and  in  many  other  instances, 
proves  that  Mrs.  Madison  was  no  weakling,  given 
over  to  merely  external  diversions,  however  she  may 
have  liked  the  flutter  and  turmoil  of  the  outer  world. 
She  was  perfectly  capable  of  a  firm  and  quiet  self- 
possession  and  she  had  a  solid,  though  dignified, 
gift  for  managing  herself  and  others.  She  swayed 
her  household  skillfully  and  successfully  for  many 
years,  and  seems  to  have  had  all  the  qualities  neces¬ 
sary  to  do  so.  Her  health  was  not  at  all  times 

perfect,  and  when  illness  overcame  her  she  fell 
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very  briefly  into  a  tone  of  discouragement.  But  in 
the  main  she  had  ample  vigor,  which  lasted  into 
advanced  life,  as  is  shown  in  the  pretty  story  of  her 
athletic  accomplishments  when  she  was  sixty.  “One 
time  on  the  portico,  she  took  Anna  by  the  hand, 
saying:  ‘Come,  let  us  run  a  race.  I  do  not  believe 
you  can  outrun  me.  Madison  and  I  often  run  races 
here  when  the  weather  does  not  allow  us  to  walk/ 
And  she  really  did  run  very  briskly.”  27  The  pic¬ 
ture  of  the  fourth  ex-President  of  the  United  States 
and  his  wife  running  rainy-day  races  when  they 
were  approaching  three  and  four  score  has  a  pecul¬ 
iar  gayety. 

To  have  carried  on  such  a  vast  establishment  as 
hers  at  all  obviously  required  a  good  deal  of  execu¬ 
tive  experience.  Madison  himself  had  a  natural  in¬ 
stinct  of  order  and  system ;  but  he  left  the  domestic 
management  mainly  to  her,  and  she  was  altogether 
adequate  to  it.  A  contemporary  writer  says : 
“Everything  that  came  beneath  her  immediate  and 
personal  sway,  the  care  and  entertainment  of  visi¬ 
tors,  the  government  of  servants,  the  whole  policy 
of  the  interior,  was  admirably  managed  with  equal 
grace  and  efficacy.” 28 

I  should  like  a  little  more  light  on  the  question 
of  servants.  These  were,  of  course,  all,  or  almost 
all,  slaves,  and  there  seems  to  have  been  the  horde 
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of  them  usual  in  large  Virginian  establishments  at 
that  time.  Miss  Martineau  gives  a  striking  account 
of  the  luxury  of  service  in  the  Madison  household : 
“During  all  our  conversations  one  or  another  slave 
was  perpetually  coming  to  Mrs.  Madison  for  the 
great  bunch  of  keys;  two  or  three  more  lounged 
about  in  the  house,  leaning  against  the  door  posts 
or  the  corner  of  the  sofa;  and  the  attendance  of 
others  was  no  less  indefatigable  in  my  own  apart¬ 
ment.”  29  The  colored  man,  Jennings,  who  lived 
long  in  the  family,  both  slave  and  free,  declares  that 
Madison  himself  was  always  lenient  and  gentle, 
would  never  strike  a  slave  or  allow  any  one  else 
to  do  so,80  and  it  is  said  that  the  servants  turned 
rather  to  him  than  to  his  wife.31  But  this  was  natu¬ 
ral  enough,  since  the  domestic  discipline  must  have 
rested  chiefly  with  her.  Her  own  maid,  when  told 
by  Mrs.  Smith  that  she  had  a  good  mistress,  an¬ 
swered  with  the  greatest  warmth:  “Yes,  the  best,  I 
believe,  in  the  world.  I  am  sure  I  would  not  change 
her  for  any  mistress  in  the  whole  country.”  32 
The  crucial  question  in  all  these  domestic  matters 
is  money,  and  here  it  cannot  be  said  that  Mrs. 
Madison  distinguished  herself  quite  so  much  as  in 
some  other  aspects.  It  is  notable  that  the  three 
great  Virginian  Presidents  who  followed  Washing¬ 
ton  and  Adams  were  all  unfortunate  in  money  mat- 
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ters,  all  lived  with  a  rather  unwarrantable  profu¬ 
sion,  and  all  died  poor  or  left  embarrassed  estates. 
Madison  himself  was  not  inclined  to  personal  ex¬ 
travagance.  Jennings  even  tells  us  that  his  master 
“never  had  but  one  suit  at  a  time.  He  had  some 
poor  relatives  that  he  had  to  help,  and  wished  to 
set  them  an  example  of  economy  in  the  matter  of 
dress.”  33  But  both  he  and  his  wife  were  accus¬ 
tomed  to  Virginian  hospitality,  and  their  position  in 
Washington  and  at  Montpelier  almost  necessitated 
vast  and  constant  entertaining,  which  could  not  be 
carried  on  without  expense.  They  had  numbers 
of  guests  at  table,  and  the  table  was  always  bounti¬ 
fully  supplied.  Critics  from  abroad  even  suggested 
that  the  display  in  this  regard  approached  the  vul¬ 
gar;  but  Mrs.  Madison  laughed  and  said  that  Eu¬ 
ropeans  might  consider  that  scarcity  was  elegance, 
but  that  the  exhaustless  wealth  of  our  country  was 
best  shown  in  liberal  entertainment.84  Y et  it  all  cost 
money.  The  wines  at  least  had  to  be  imported 
from  niggard  Europe,  and  niggard  Europe  charged 
a  round  price  for  them.  Then  if  you  had  guests, 
you  had  to  have  furniture.  The  White  House  was 
large,  and  the  house  at  Montpelier  far  from  small, 
and  the  rooms  had  to  be  made  and  kept  habitable, 
and  it  could  not  be  done  for  nothing.  Also,  to  come 

and  go  everywhere,  you  had  to  have  conveyances. 
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Coaches  did  not  cost  like  limousines,  but  they  cost 
enough,  more  than  it  was  always  convenient  for  a 
hard-pressed  Virginia  planter  to  pay. 

And  there  was  giving  as  well  as  spending — 
giving  to  relatives,  giving  to  friends,  giving  to  the 
world  at  large.  Mrs.  Madison  was  interested  in 
various  charities ;  she  was  ready  and  anxious  to  ex¬ 
tend  her  kindness  to  all  who  came  within  reach 
of  it.  It  is  said  that  during  the  war,  whenever  sol¬ 
diers  marched  by,  “she  always  sent  out  and  invited 
them  in  to  take  wine  and  refreshments,  giving  them 
liberally  of  the  best  in  the  house.” 35  Such  cordial 
acts  are  charming,  but  they  do  have  their  effect  on 
the  bills. 

Consequently  Madison,  even  in  his  more  flourish¬ 
ing  period,  was  more  or  less  embarrassed.  There 
was  money  to  be  had,  but  it  did  not  always  come 
easily  or  at  once.  “He  lived  like  a  rich  man,”  says 
his  biographer,  “but  his  payments  were  not  always 
made  promptly.  Mr.  Voss  had  occasionally  to  re¬ 
mind  him  that  his  rent  was  overdue,  and  sometimes  a 
creditor  politely  dunned  him;  but  a  number  of 
friends  owed  money  to  him,  and  he  was  never 
charged  with  avoiding  his  pecuniary  obligations.”  36 
While  it  is  said  that  his  wife  was  a  good  financial 
manager — and  she  probably  was — it  is  not  likely 

that  she  was  a  great  force  for  thrift. 
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After  Her  husband's  death  the  situation  was  by 
no  means  improved.  In  fact,  the  pressure  was  so 
great  that,  if  the  stories  are  to  be  believed,  she  was 
reduced  to  absolute  need.  Jennings  says  that  she 
“sometimes  suffered  for  the  necessaries  of  life. 
While  I  was  a  servant  to  Mr.  Webster,  he  often 
sent  me  to  her  with  a  market-basket  full  of  pro¬ 
visions,  and  told  me  whenever  I  saw  anything  in 
the  house  that  I  thought  she  was  in  need  of  to  take 
it  to  her.  I  often  did  this  and  occasionally  gave  her 
small  sums  from  my  own  pocket."  37  It  would  take 
a  sunny  disposition  indeed  to  endure  this  sort  of 
thing  patiently;  but  it  did  not  last,  as  Congress 
relieved  the  distress  of  the  ex-President’s  widow 
by  purchasing  his  papers  and  putting  the  money 
paid  into  trust  for  her  benefit. 

It  must  at  least  be  remembered,  however,  that 
Mrs.  Madison’s  fault  was  not  self-indulgence,  and 
that,  if  she  ruined  herself,  it  was  largely  for  the 
sake  of  those  she  loved.  She  was  devoted  to  her 
relatives.  Her  younger  sister  lived  with  her  almost 
as  a  daughter,  and  the  letters  written  to  her  after 
her  marriage  are  full  of  penetrating  tenderness: 
“Anna,  I’m  dying  to  come  to  your  country.  If  I 
could  only  be  with  you,  how  glad  I  should  be."  38 
She  was  equally  attached  to  her  nieces  and  turned 

to  them  in  later  years  with  a  clinging  affection.  It 
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is  said  that  at  first  the  Madisons  felt  that  her  own 
family  predominated  among  her  guests  and  that 
she  was  inclined  to  make  more  of  her  relatives  than 
of  his.39  But  she  soon  disposed  of  this  criticism 
and  proved  that  she  had  quite  tenderness  enough 
for  all.  One  of  the  most  charming  things  about 
her  is  her  devotion  to  Madison’s  mother,  who  lived 
on  at  Montpelier  to  the  age  of  ninety-seven.  In 
speaking  of  her  daughter-in-law’s  care  and  solici¬ 
tude,  the  old  lady  said  to  a  friend:  “In  other  re¬ 
spects  I  am  feeble  and  helpless,  and  owe  everything 
to  her:  she  is  my  mother  now.”  40 

The  greatest  burden  on  Mrs.  Madison’s  purse 
and  on  her  thoughts  was  undoubtedly  the  son  of 
her  first  marriage,  Payne  Todd.  Payne  seems  to 
have  been  a  handsome  and  attractive  boy,  and  his 
stepfather  was  almost  as  fond  of  him  as  his  mother 
was.  But  he  received  more  fondness  than  discipline. 
His  education  was  erratic,  and  the  great  position 
of  his  parents  gave  him  social  advantages  and  social 
temptations  which  he  was  but  ill-fitted  to  resist. 
His  temper  was  rather  easy  and  self-indulgent  than 
vicious;  but  the  results  were  much  the  same.  He 
drank,  he  spent,  he  gambled,  and  then  the  father 
and  mother  were  called  upon  to  pay  his  debts.  His 
mother’s  letters,  as  printed,  have  no  bitterness,  and 
if  there  is  reproach  in  them,  it  is  so  gentle  that  it 
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merely  emphasizes  her  affection.  “Everyone  in¬ 
quires  after  you;  but,  my  dear  son,  it  seems  to  be 
the  wonder  of  them  all  that  you  should  stay  away 
from  us  for  so  long  a  time.  And  now  I  am  ashamed 
to  tell,  when  asked,  how  long  my  only  child  has 
been  absent  from  the  home  of  his  mother.” 41  To 
the  criticism  of  friends  and  enemies  she  had  but  the 
one  mother’s  answer:  “My  poor  boy!  Forgive  his 
eccentricities,  for  his  heart  is  right.”  42  To  her  the 
heart  was  all.  And  maternal  pity  and  anxiety  seem 
to  be  the  last  emotions  that  hovered  about  her  in 
this  world,  for  as  she  was  dying,  she  was  heard 
to  murmur  repeatedly,  “My  poor  boy!”  43  Yet  even 
this  constant  trial  could  not  essentially  sour  her  or 
shadow  the  sweetness  of  her  spirit.  That  serenity 
and  good  humor,  which  her  friend  Jefferson  es¬ 
teemed  the  most  valuable  of  all  human  gifts  and 
qualities 44  and  which  perhaps  in  the  beginning 
spoiled  her  son,  made  her  suffer  less  than  some 
might  have  suffered  over  the  results  of  the  spoiling. 

IV 

Moreover,  from  this  misery,  as  from  others,  she 
sought  refuge  in  the  amusing  tumult  of  the  world. 
The  analysis  of  the  social  motive,  the  impulse  which 
drives  men  and  women  into  the  crowding  bustle  of 

their  fellows,  as  against  the  peaceful  attractions 
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of  their  own  firesides,  is  curious  though  perhaps  not 
altogether  profitable.  There  is  first,  and,  as  we  like 
to  think,  foremost,  the  element  of  kindliness,  of 
real  human  sympathy  and  kinship  with  other  human 
hearts,  and  this  is  usually  present  in  some  degree, 
and  cannot  be  wholly  discounted.  But  there  are 
other  elements  less  amiable,  in  most  cases,  if  not  in 
all,  and  it  is  doubtful  whether  simple  human  fellow* 
ship  would  drive  many  of  us  over  our  thresholds 
quite  so  often  as  we  go.  There  is  the  element  of 
pure  curiosity.  We  are  always  impelled  to  saturate 
the  emptiness  of  our  own  lives  with  the  petty  details 
of  the  lives  of  others.  What  gown  did  Mrs.  Jones 
wear?  Did  she  really  dismiss  her  cook?  What  did 
her  husband  say  when  he  found  unexpected  guests 
at  dinner  ?  These  are  minor  matters,  but  they  ruf¬ 
fle  the  surface  of  existence  and  prevent  us  from 
seeing  too  far  into  the  murky  depths.  Then  there 
are  the  varying  forms  of  subtle  egotism  to  take  us 
out  into  the  world.  There  is  the  altruistic  motive. 
We  want  to  be  of  use,  to  do  something,  to  help 
somebody.  The  deepest  impulse  of  the  ego  to  pro¬ 
ject  itself  perhaps  shows  in  the  cry,  “I  want  the 
world  to  be  better  for  my  having  lived  in  it.”  Or 
there  is  the  simple  pleasure  of  self-assertion,  with¬ 
out  any  altruistic  excuse  whatever.  We  have  gifts 

and  powers  and  charms  and  attractions;  we  think 

149 


WIVES 


we  have,  we  hope  we  have.  If  we  have,  why  not 
display  them,  why  not  indulge  in  the  delight  of  hav¬ 
ing  others  tell  us  so?  Their  assurance,  even  though 
we  suspect  it  to  be  somewhat  false  and  flattering, 
is  a  great  support  to  our  own.  Finally,  perhaps  the 
strongest  of  all  social  motives  is  the  sheer  desire 
to  escape  from  ourselves.  Even  when  our  own  soci¬ 
ety  has  charm,  it  is  possible  to  be  surfeited  with 
it.  And  for  most  of  us  solitude  is  crowded  with 
thoughts  and  vain  desires  and  long  regrets,  from 
which  almost  any  escape  is  often  welcome.  Only, 
there  are  people  so  fortunately  constituted  that 
when  they  go  among  others  they  instantly  forget 
themselves,  flow  out  instinctively  into  the  move¬ 
ment  and  the  life  that  are  going  on  about  them. 
There  are  others  who  carry  self  with  them  wherever 
they  go,  and  who  find  the  monster  more  intrusive, 
the  greater  the  bustle  and  hurry  in  which  they  live ; 
to  such,  self  is  the  greatest  of  social  obstacles,  and, 
go  where  they  will,  they  cannot  escape  it. 

Whatever  the  motive  for  social  activity,  there 
can  be  no  question  as  to  the  force  of  habit  in  regard 
to  it.  There  is  the  habit  of  going,  and  the  habit  of 
home.  Go,  and  you  will  wish  to  go.  Stay,  and 
going  will  in  the  end  become  irksome  and  distaste¬ 
ful.  A  week’s  trial  will  establish  this  truth  for 

anyone.  When  you  have  passed  a  peaceful  week 

150 


MRS.  JAMES  MADISON 

at  home  with  work  and  books,  you  wonder  why  you 
ever  stir  out.  As  the  author  of  the  Imitation  ex¬ 
presses  it,  in  his  crystal  language,  which  even  a 
high-school  freshman  can  understand  yet  the  great¬ 
est  scholar  cannot  render  with  all  its  clinging  savor : 
“  Celia  continuata  dulcescit;  et  male  custodita 
taedium  generat.” 

And  it  is  certain  that  Mrs.  Madison  had  the  habit 
of  going.  No  doubt  she  had  quite  sufficient  dignity 
and  self-control  to  accept  solitude  when  circum¬ 
stances  imposed  it  upon  her.  But  her  natural  bent 
was  centrifugal,  to  turn  always  outward  to  the 
swift  commerce  of  the  world.  This  bent,  I  think, 
was  almost  too  strong  for  her  to  form  and  maintain 
intimate  friendships;  she  was  too  generally  expan¬ 
sive  for  them.  It  may  be  that  married  women  rarely 
have  such  friendships,  anyway,  except  as  they  hold 
over  from  premarital  youth.  The  shadow  of  a  hus¬ 
band,  always  likely  to  overhear  the  most  intimate 
confidences,  naturally  affects  such  confidences  with 
a  sort  of  chilling  reserve.  At  any  rate,  I  see  no 
sign  of  close  friendships  in  Mrs.  Madison’s  case, 
and  we  have  no  letters  of  personal  outpouring  to 
anyone  but  her  own  family,  if  even  with  them  it 
may  be  called  such.  Yet  it  is  clear  that  she  had  the 
qualities  that  make  for  friendship,  directness,  sin¬ 
cerity,  cordiality.  When  Mrs.  Smith  visits  her,  the 
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visitor  is  taken  at  once  into  the  inmost  family  life. 
“No  restraint,  no  ceremony.  Hospitality  is  the  pre¬ 
siding  genius  of  this  house,  and  Mrs.  Madison  is 
kindness  personified.”  45  She  was  willing  to  give 
herself,  if  you  could  take  it ;  but  it  had  to  be  snatched 
in  passing,  for  always  it  was  on  the  way  some¬ 
where  else. 

And  she  did  enjoy  a  crowd,  liked  to  live  in  the 
tide,  in  the  flood,  to  have  people  coming  and  going 
about  her  perpetually:  “You  know,  I  usually  like 
the  routs  all  too  well.”  46  There  was  once  a  lady  who 
said,  as  did  Charles  Lamb,  that  she  should  be  glad 
to  meet  and  talk  for  a  few  minutes  with  everybody 
in  the  world,  and  the  same  lady  declared  that  she 
never  saw  a  visitor  coming  to  her  door  without  being 
pleased,  a  statement  which  might  provoke  some 
c}mical  persons  to  the  assertion  of  the  exact  oppo¬ 
site.  But  clearly  Mrs.  Madison  had  precisely  the 
temper  of  that  lady.  When  she  was  in  Washing¬ 
ton,  either  entertaining  for  Jefferson  or  as  mistress 
of  the  White  House,  it  might  be  expected  that  she 
would  be  the  center  of  ever-shifting  throngs,  and  of 
course  she  was.  Guests  of  all  sorts  crowded  about 
her,  and  she  had  a  word  and  a  smile  and  a  heart 
for  all  of  them.  But  when  she  retired  into  the 
country,  it  was  very  much  the  same.  It  is  true  that 

Montpelier  was  by  natural  environment  a  solitary 
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place.  But  the  genius  of  Mrs.  Madison  constantly 
contrived  to  fill  it.  There  were  swarms  of  relatives, 
there  were  swarms  of  Virginians*  there  were  swarms 
of  her  husband’s  political  associates,  with  not  a  few 
of  differing  opinions  mixed  in;  and  no  stranger  of 
importance  came  from  Europe  without  visiting 
both  Monticello  and  Montpelier.  A  few  more  or 
less  could  make  no  possible  difference.  When  Mrs. 
Smith  arrived,  the  hostess  asked  why  she  did  not 
bring  her  little  girls.  Mrs.  Smith  had  feared  they 
might  be  troublesome.  But  the  lady  laughed:  “I 
should  not  have  known  they  were  here  among  all 
the  rest,  for  at  this  moment  we  have  only  three 
and  twenty  in  the  house.”  “Three  and  twenty!” 
cried  Mrs.  Smith.  “And  where  do  you  store  them?” 

“Oh,  we  have  house  room  in  plenty.”  47  And 
where  house  room  failed,  heart  room  made  up  for  it. 
Ninety  to  dine  “at  one  table — put  up  on  the  lawn 
under  a  thick  arbor,”48  was  a  casual  occurrence. 
Even  after  her  husband’s  death,  it  was  much  the 
same :  she  was  still  the  center  of  a  throng  of  people, 
people  of  all  sorts  who  observed  her  curiously  and 
were  observed  by  her  and  made  life  twinkle  and 
sparkle  up  to  the  very  verge  of  the  grave. 

After  this  elaborate  development  of  the  Book  of 
Numbers,  it  is  hardly  necessary  to  say  that  she  was 

a  social  success.  In  her  youth  she  seems  to  have 
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been  very  beautiful.  People  stopped  to  look  at  her 
in  the  street  and  a  friend  remonstrated  with  her, 
laughingly,  “Really,  Dolly,  thou  must  hide  thy 
face,  there  are  so  many  staring  at  thee.”  49  And 
the  beauty  appears  to  have  been  of  a  lasting  sort,  a 
matter  of  grace  and  charm  which  endure  through 
the  changing  years.  She  understood  the  art  of 
dress.  Sometimes  she  clung  to  early  Quaker  sim¬ 
plicity,  and  again  she  sought  the  aid  of  all  the 
fashions,  appearing  in  silks  and  satins,  feathers  and 
the  turbans  which  seem  so  odd  to  us  at  present. 
Also,  there  were  what  would  appear  to  some  of  us 
drawbacks  to  her  charm.  She  used  paint  and  pow¬ 
der  with  a  freedom  and  constancy  which  her  great- 
granddaughters  might  envy  —  used  them  skillfully 
and  without  excess,  say  some ;  but  there  was  a  grim 
Federalist  parson  who  visited  her  and  declared  with 
rude  vigor:  “Mrs.  Madison,  though  originally  of  a 
Quaker  family,  was  dressed  very  splendidly,  with 
H  crown  on  her  head.  Her  face  and  neck  were 
obviously  daubed  with  paint  so  as  fairly  to 
glisten.”  50  Also,  she  had  the  even  more  deplorable 
habit  of  using  snuff.  Theodosia  Burr  visited  her 
in  1803  and  says,  “She  is  still  pretty;  but,  oh,  the 
unfortunate  propensity  to  snuff -taking.”  51  And 
there  is  the  homely  anecdote  in  connection  with 

Henry  Clay,  not  uncharacteristic,  though  perhaps 
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not  of  the  surest  authenticity.  Mrs.  Madison 
offered  Clay  a  pinch,  which  he  accepted  in  his  usual 
dignified  manner.  Then  she  “put  her  hand  into  her 
pocket  and  pulling  out  a  bandanna  handkerchief, 
said,  ‘Mr.  Clay,  this  is  for  rough  work,’  at  the  same 
time  applying  it  in  the  proper  place,  ‘and  this,’ 
producing  a  fine  lace  handkerchief  from  another 
pocket,  ‘is  my  polisher.’  She  suited  the  action  to 
the  words,  removing  from  her  nose  the  remain¬ 
ing  grains  of  snuff.”  52  Truly,  other  times,  other 
manners. 

Yet  these  things  do  not  seem  to  have  greatly 
diminished  the  lady’s  attraction,  and  one  of  the 
most  delightful  stories  about  her  is  the  remark  of 
an  admirer,  who  was  defending  her  against  the 
charge  of  vanity.  “But  you  tell  me  she  used  rouge 
and  powder.”  “Yes,  yes,”  said  the  admirer,  “she 
did;  but  it  was  to  please  and  gratify  those  who 
were  thrown  with  her,  not  because  she  was  fond  of 
admiration.”  53  Which  recalls  the  character  in  the 
F rench  comedy  who  was  accused  of  vanity  because 
he  looked  constantly  in  the  glass:  “It  is  not  vanity, 
but  simply  because  it  gives  me  such  pleasure  to  look 
at  myself.” 

And  apparently  her  popularity  was  almost  uni¬ 
versal,  as  universal  as  popularity  can  ever  be  in 

this  critical  world.  I  have  searched  quite  widely  for 
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fault-finding,  but  discover  astonishingly  little.  Now 
and  then  a  note  of  dissonance  does  occur.  Her 
friend,  Mrs.  Smith,  after  a  paragraph  of  ecstatic 
praise,  makes  this  comment,  which  I  do  not  in  the 
least  understand:  “Ah,  why  does  she  not  in  all 
things  act  with  the  same  propriety?  She  would  be 
too  much  beloved  if  she  added  all  the  virtues  to  all 
the  graces.”  54  Seward,  who  was  inclined  to  be  cen¬ 
sorious,  protests  against  her  social  prominence  in 
later  years:  “All  the  world  paid  homage  to  her, 
saying  that  she  was  dignified  and  attractive.  It  is 
the  fashion  to  say  so.  But,  I  confess,  I  thought 
more  true  dignity  would  have  been  displayed  by 
her  remaining,  in  her  widowhood,  in  the  ancient 
country  mansion  of  her  illustrious  husband.”  55  And 
again:  “I  had  little  opportunity,  however,  to  judge 
of  Mrs.  Madison.  But  her  dress,  conversation,  air, 
and  everything  showed  me  that  she  was  a  woman 
to  whom  fashion  was  necessary  in  her  old  age.”  56 
Yet  this  querulousness  is  rare.  The  general  tone 
of  admiration  and  affection  among  her  friends  ap¬ 
pears  in  the  words  of  Mrs.  Smith:  “It  seems  to 
me  that  such  manners  would  disarm  envy  itself, 
and  conciliate  even  enemies”;57  and  the  colored 
man,  Jennings,  gives  the  same  testimony  as  to 
inferiors,  “She  was  beloved  by  everybody  in  Wash¬ 
ington,  white  and  colored.”  58 
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And  she  enjoyed  the  popularity,  and  why  should 
she  not?  Her  husband  was  sometimes  bored  and 
wearied  with  it.  At  the  first  inauguration  ball,  in 
1809,  he  confided  to  Mrs.  Smith,  “I  would  much 
rather  be  in  bed.”  59  After  the  same  grand  occasion, 
which  might  probably  be  regarded  as  the  acme  of 
American  social  entertainment,  Mrs.  Smith  herself, 
a  young  and  eager  woman,  notes,  “Never  do  I  recol¬ 
lect  one  night  retiring  with  such  a  vacuum,  such  a 
dissatisfied  craving,  such  a  restlessness  of  spirit, 
such  undefined,  vague  desires,  as  I  do  now.”  60 
But  we  get  nothing  of  this  sort  from  Mrs.  Madison. 
The  rush  of  people  was  the  breath  of  life  to  her, 
and  the  emptiness  came  when  she  was  cut  off  from 
it.  When  she  is  ill,  she  does  murmur  a  little,  “We 
have  had  a  continual  round  of  company,  which  has 
been  burdensome.”  61  But  even  in  illness  people 
help  rather  than  hinder.  And,  to  be  sure,  in  such 
a  vast  human  contact  there  were  bound  to  be  dis¬ 
agreeable  incidents.  There  was  the  evening  when 
President  Jefferson  insisted  on  throwing  over  eti¬ 
quette  and  giving  her  precedence  of  the  wife  of 
the  British  minister,  which  caused  a  storm,  as  Mrs. 
Madison  foresaw  it  would.  Again,  when  she  fled 
from  her  burning  home  and  tried  to  take  refuge 
with  a  former  acquaintance,  all  the  welcome  she  got 
was:  “Mis’  Madison!  if  that’s  you,  come  down  and 
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go  out!  Your  husband  has  got  mine  out  fighting, 
and,  damn  you,  you  shan’t  stay  in  my  house;  so 
get  out.”  62 

But  these  jarring  notes  were  few  and  rare,  since 
she  had  in  such  an  eminent  degree  the  social  quali¬ 
ties  which  subdue  or  avert  them.  One  such  quality, 
indeed,  seems  not  to  have  been  present  to  any 
great  degree :  she  was  not  a  brilliant  or  witty  talker. 
The  best  that  a  keen  observer  like  Ticknor  can 
find  to  say  of  her  in  this  line  is,  “Her  conversation 
was  somewhat  formal,  but  on  the  whole  appropriate 
to  her  position  and  now  and  then  amusing.”  63  Yet 
clever  talking,  like  Madame  de  Stael’s  or  Madame 
Du  Deffand’s,  often  hurts  rather  than  helps.  Mrs. 
Madison  knew  how  to  ask  kindly  questions,  and  to 
smooth  asperities.  She  hated  argument  and  gently 
got  rid  of  it:  “I  would  rather  fight  with  my  hands 
than  my  tongue.”  64  As  to  the  latter  member,  she 
early  devoted  herself  to  the  most  important  of  les¬ 
sons:  “I  am  learning  to  hold  my  tongue  well.”  65 

In  other  words,  she  was  by  nature  and  by  vast 
experience  a  mistress  of  the  exquisite  art  of  social 
tact,  knew  how  to  adapt  herself  to  people  and  how 
to  adapt  people  to  each  other.  She  entered  into  the 

lives  of  others,  into  the  hearts  of  others,  knowing 

/ 

that  what  went  on  there  was  very  much  what  went 

on  in  her  own,  and  using  the  knowledge  for  the 
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increased  comfort  and  happiness  of  everybody.  I 
relish  one  little  anecdote  which  shows  how  such  a 
social  being  will  instinctively  follow  Sarah  Ripley’s 
admirable  principle  that  the  law  of  love  is  higher 
than  the  law  of  truth.  In  her  old  age,  when  it  was 
difficult  for  her  to  write,  Mrs.  Madison  taught  her 
niece  to  imitate  her  own  writing  so  that  friends 
might  feel  that  they  were  getting  letters  directly 
from  herself.66  But  bv  far  the  best  and  noblest 
testimony  to  Mrs.  Madison’s  social  tact  is  the  re¬ 
mark  of  her  niece  in  regard  to  her,  “I  always 
thought  better  of  myself  when  I  had  been  with 
Aunt  Dolly.”  67  How  many  people  there  are  of 
whom  the  reverse  is  true.  And  can  there  be  a 
higher  triumph  of  social  achievement? 

One  of  the  most  notable  concrete  elements  in 
Mrs.  Madison’s  social  tact  was  her  remarkable 
memory.  It  is  said  that,  with  all  her  vast  acquaint¬ 
ance,  she  rarely  forgot  a  face  or  a  name:  “Possess¬ 
ing  a  most  retentive  memory,  she  never  miscalled 
a  name,  or  forgot  the  slightest  incident  connected 
with  the  personal  history  of  anyone,  and  therefore 
impressed  each  individual  with  an  idea  of  their 
importance  in  her  esteem.”  68  She  would  probably 
have  agreed  with  General  Lee,  who  possessed  a 
similar  gift,  that  it  was  no  special  mental  endow¬ 
ment,  but  simply  a  matter  of  courteous  attention 
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to  everybody,  thus  confirming  the  theory  of  Lord 
Chesterfield,  that  a  discreet,  quick,  constant  atten¬ 
tion  is  the  first  and  most  important  of  social 
principles. 

However  this  may  be,  it  is  interesting  to  think 
what  a  vast  personal  storehouse  the  woman’s  mem¬ 
ory  must  have  been,  how  thronged  with  faces  of  all 
sorts,  faces  quick,  gay,  delightful,  no  doubt  some¬ 
times  distorted  or  hideous,  but  always  interesting. 
And  the  memory  clung  by  her  to  the  end,  and  the 
people  clung  by  her  to  the  end.  As  Philip  Hone 
recorded  in  his  Journal,  in  1842,  “She  is  a  young 
lady  of  fourscore  [threescore  and  ten]  years  and 
upward,  goes  to  parties  and  receives  company,  like 
the  ‘Queen  of  this  new  world.’  ”  69  And  finding  her 
own  life  thus  in  the  busy  life  that  was  whirling  all 
about  her,  she  was  able  to  keep  up  to  the  end  that 
impression  of  felicity — felicity  of  circumstances, 
and  still  more  of  temperament,  which  is  always 
associated  with  her.  Yet  her  final  comment,  on 
leaving  this  earth,  on  which  she  had  lived  so  widely, 
was,  “My  dear,  do  not  trouble  about  it;  there  is 
nothing  in  this  world  worth  really  caring  for.”  T0 
And  I  should  like  to  know  whether  it  is  true  that 
she  emphasized  this ;  but  in  any  case  there  are  not 
many  men  or  women  who  have  been  in  a  better 
position  for  making  such  a  statement. 
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CHRONOLOGY 

Varina  Howell  Davis. 

Born,  Natchez,  Mississippi,  May  7,  1826. 
Married  Jefferson  Davis,  February  26,  1845. 
Davis  President  of  the  Confederacy,  1861-1865. 
Son  Joe  killed  by  fall  from  window,  1864. 

In  England,  1867-1870. 

Son  Willie  died,  1874. 

Son  Jeff  died,  1878. 

Davis  died,  December  6,  1889. 

Daughter  Winnie  died,  1898. 

In  later  years  lived  in  New  York. 

Died,  New  York,  October  16,  1906. 
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Which  was  the  greater  tragedy,  that  of  Mrs. 
Lincoln,  who  saw  her  husband  murdered  in  the 
very  hour  of  supreme  triumph  and  culminating 
glory  and  was  herself  cast  into  darkness  and  de¬ 
spair,  or  that  of  Mrs.  Davis,  who  saw  her  husband’s 
heroic  struggle,  in  which  she  so  ardently  shared, 
end  in  disaster  and  utter  ruin?  It  is  hard  to  say. 
And  neither  woman  was  peculiarly  fitted  to  bear 
adversity  in  a  chastened  or  humble  spirit.  In  fact, 
there  were  a  number  of  elements  of  resemblance 
between  them.  Also,  they  had  the  same  colored 
seamstress,  who  gossiped  about  them  both,  though 
the  gossip  in  Mrs.  Davis’s  case  is  much  less 
extensive. 

Varina  Howell  Davis  was  born  in  Natchez  in 
1826.  It  is  curiously  significant  of  the  tangle  of 
relations  connected  with  the  Civil  War  that  the 
wife  of  the  President  of  the  Southern  Confederacy 
had  Northern  and  Whig  antecedents,  while  the  wife 

of  the  President  of  the  Union  came  distinctly  from 
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the  South.  Miss  Howell  grew  up  in  comfortable 
Southern  surroundings  and  was  well  educated.  In 
1845  she  married  Jefferson  Davis,  then  a  widower 
without  children  and  seventeen  years  older  than  she. 
She  was  closely  associated  with  his  brilliant  career, 
as  soldier  and  statesman,  played  a  striking  part 
in  Washington  society  in  the  ’fifties,  shared  her 
husband’s  triumphs  and  disappointments  during  the 
four  years’  existence  of  the  Confederacy,  and  saw 
all  her  hopes  wiped  out  by  the  surrender  of  Lee. 
She  was  with  her  husband  when  he  was  captured, 
made  desperate  efforts  to  secure  his  release  from 
prison,  and  was  the  intimate  partner  of  his  later 
wandering  efforts  and  sorrows.  After  his  death  in 
1889,  she  wrote  an  elaborate  history  of  his  career, 
and  lived  on  somehow  till  1906,  having  survived 
all  of  her  six  children  but  one  daughter.  She  was 
always  treated  with  respect  in  the  South,  as  em¬ 
bodying  great  memories  and  departed  glory;  but 
her  real  life  came  to  an  end  with  that  of  the  Presi¬ 
dent  of  the  Confederacy. 

Mrs.  Davis  was  not  only  well  educated  by  good 
schooling  in  Philadelphia  and  by  tutoring  at  home, 
but  she  profited  by  her  education  and  continued 
it  all  her  life.  She  read  quite  extensively.  When 
she  was  sixteen,  she  “was  reading  hard  to  finish 

my  course  of  English  and  Latin  classics,”  1  and  she 
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quotes  Latin  in  later  years  in  a  rather  unusual  fash¬ 
ion.  She  was  able  to  talk  intelligently  with  the 
many  men  of  distinction  and  power  whom  she  en¬ 
countered  in  her  varied  life — with  statesmen,  with 
men  of  letters,  even  with  men  of  science  like  Joseph 
Henry.  She  kept  up  a  close  intellectual  compan¬ 
ionship  with  her  husband,  and  he  was  a  man  of  sur¬ 
prisingly  active  and  well-stored  mind.  She  aided 
him  greatly  in  much  of  his  writing,  and  her  Life  of 
him  affords  ample  evidence  that  she  had  exceptional 
gifts,  both  as  a  thinker  and  as  a  mistress  of  English 
style.  How  much  assistance,  if  any,  she  may  have 
had  in  the  composition  of  the  book,  I  do  not  know; 
but  the  general  tone  of  it  must  have  been  hers,  and 
it  does  her  credit.  The  narrative  instinct  is  as 
marked  in  the  picturesque  account  of  Black  Hawk’s 
career  as  the  dramatic  sense  which  emphasized  the 
effective,  if  somewhat  dubious,  incident  of  Lin¬ 
coln’s  first  taking  the  oath  of  allegiance  to  his 
country  before  Jefferson  Davis.2 

Mrs.  Davis’s  intelligence  was  not  only  active 
and  far-reaching,  it  was  singularly  acute  and  pene¬ 
trating.  Her  observations  on  men  and  things  are 
always  suggestive,  even  if  one  does  not  agree  with 
them.  During  her  life  in  Washington  she  met  the 
most  prominent  statesmen  of  the  middle  of  the  cen¬ 
tury — Webster,  Clay,  Calhoun,  Seward,  and  Sum- 
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ner— and  her  relations  with  the  notable  figures  of 
the  Confederacy  were  even  more  intimate.  She 
analyzed  all  these  distinguished  personages  with 
constant  and  appreciative  attention.  Take,  for  ex¬ 
ample,  this  just  and  striking  portrayal  of  one  side 
of  the  character  of  Judah  P.  Benjamin:  “Mr. 
Benjamin’s  courtesy  in  argument  was  like  the 
salute  of  the  duellist  to  his  antagonist  whom  he 
intends  to  kill,  if  possible.  He  was  master  of  the 
art  of  inductive  reasoning,  and  when  he  had  smil¬ 
ingly  established  his  point,  he  dealt  the  coup  de 
grace  with  a  fierce  joy  which  his  antagonist  fully 
appreciated  and  resented.  I  never  knew  him  in 
those  days  to  be  very  much  in  earnest  without 
infuriating  his  antagonist  beyond  measure.”  3 
And  Mrs.  Davis  seems  to  have  been  as  intelligent 
concretely  as  abstractly.  She  was  a  good  house¬ 
keeper,  could  manage  either  her  large  city  estab¬ 
lishment  in  Richmond  or  the  plantation  of  Brier- 
field.  She  knew  how  work  should  be  done,  and 
could  do  it  herself,  if  necessary.  Her  enemies,  who 
found  fault  with  everything,  even  asserted  as  proof 
of  her  unaristocratic  origin  that  she  had  done  house¬ 
work  in  her  youth,  rather  a  disgrace  in  a  slave¬ 
holding  community.4  But  I  like  particularly  her 
pleasant  picture  of  herself  and  her  husband,  in  one 

of  the  too  rare  tranquil  eddies  of  their  turbulent 
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career,  striving  together  to  improve  the  old  estate 
and  toiling  side  by  side  in  the  garden,  like  Adam 
and  Eve,  then  for  recreation  mounting  their  horses 
and  riding  whirlwind  races,  in  which,  according 
to  her  own  account,  the  man  hardly  outspeeded  the 
woman.5  Or,  in  vivid  contrast  to  this  idyllic  atmos¬ 
phere,  there  is  the  crowding  pressure  of  the  wife’s, 
the  friend’s,  the  housekeeper’s  interests  in  the  pat¬ 
tering  questions  of  a  letter  written  in  a  moment  of 
thrilling  crisis:  “Has  Ives  turned  up?  Did  Johns¬ 
ton  leave  his  family?  Had  Mrs.  McLean  got  off? 
Did  Mr.  Minnegerode  come  out?  Did  we  bring  off 
anything  when  you  came?  Did  you  send  the  pest 
out  of  the  way?  Did  you  bring  the  brandy?  Where 
is  Joe?”6 

Money  is  the  supreme  test  of  domestic  manage¬ 
ment.  Here  again  the  critics  are  busy  and  murmur 
about  Mrs.  Davis’s  extravagance.  No  doubt  she 
liked  to  spend  and  in  a  sense  she  was  obliged  to 
spend.  At  any  rate,  I  find  no  evidence  whatever 
of  her  being  burdened  with  the  load  of  debt  that 
afflicted  Mrs.  Lincoln.  There  is  a  certain  ungra¬ 
ciousness  in  her  effort  to  protect  herself  during  the 
last  bitter  days  in  Richmond,  by  storing  up  flour, 
which  her  husband  strictly  forbade  her  to  carry 
away,  in  view  of  the  privation  and  starvation  about 

her.7  But  something  must  be  forgiven  to  a  mother 
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with  little  children.  And  after  the  war  she  had 
to  meet  money  difficulties  which  must  have  been 
distressing  and  humiliating  enough  to  one  who 
had  been  situated  as  she  had.  Thus,  she  writes 
from  England,  in  1868:  “We  are  too  poor  to 
travel,  so  that  I  have  seen  nothing  here  except  Liv¬ 
erpool,  and  this  little  suburb  yclept  Waterloo.  .  .  . 
I  never  saw  such  an  expensive  country  in  my  life. 
It  costs  so  much  to  dress  even  decently  that  I  have 
decided  not  to  try,  and  I  never  accept  any  invita¬ 
tions  or  go  anywhere  to  dinner  or  elsewhere,  not 
even  to  an  exhibition,  except  such  as  are  free,  for  I 
feel  hourly  the  necessity  of  pinching  at  every 
turn.”  8 

As  to  Mrs.  Davis’s  relations  with  her  servants, 
so  significant  in  the  slave-holding  South,  we  have 
little  reliable  testimony  besides  her  own,  which  is 
not  unnaturally  very  favorable.  She  gives  a  beatific 
picture  of  plantation  life,  of  the  sympathetic  care 
of  master  and  mistress  and  the  devotion  of  depend¬ 
ents.  In  the  main  I  have  no  doubt  the  picture  is  a 
faithful  likeness.  Welles  gives  a  rather  hideous 
gtory  of  a  slave  whom  Mrs.  Davis  had  personally 
maltreated.9  But  similar  improbable  stories  were 
told  even  of  General  Lee.  Mrs.  Davis  had  a  quick 
and  vigorous  temper,  which  may  possibly  at  times 

have  extended  to  her  fingers  as  well  as  to  her 
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tongue.  But  some  of  her  servants  seem  to  have 
been  most  faithfully  attached  to  her  and  to  her 
husband,  even  after  the  war. 

The  mother  of  six  children  naturally  gives  a 
great  part  of  her  life  to  them.  Mrs.  Davis  was 
faithful  and  devoted.  “I  feel  the  responsibilities  of 
a  parent  so  intensely,”  she  says,  “that  I  thank  God 
that  there  is  a  time  when  the  power,  and  conse¬ 
quently  the  onus  of  failure  ceases.” 10  She  enjoyed 
her  children,  and  admired  and  praised  them,  as  a 
loyal  parent  should.  I  appreciate  also  the  somewhat 
franker  expression  of  actuality  which  comes  out 
in  a  letter  to  the  father:  “Billy  is  well  but  bad. 
Jeff  is  unremunerative,  but  behaves  well  in  the 
main.”  11  Few  mothers  could  have  been  put  to  a 
severer  test  than  that  hurried,  horrible  flight  from 
Richmond,  with  four  helpless  children,  the  young¬ 
est  a  baby  of  only  a  year.  Mrs.  Davis  stood  it  ad¬ 
mirably,  and  in  later  illnesses  and  suffering  her  de¬ 
votion  was  beautifully  constant.  Few  mothers,  also, 
have  to  go  through  the  tragedy  of  five  deaths.  Mrs. 
Davis  endured  it  and  lived,  but  with  what  agony 
may  be  imagined.  Like  Mrs.  Lincoln  in  Washing¬ 
ton,  she  lost  a  son  while  she  was  in  the  White  House 
at  Richmond.  Little  Joe  fell  from  the  second  story 
upon  a  brick  pavement  and  was  killed.  First  we 

have  the  earlier  picture  of  the  child  trotting  into 
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the  parlor  among  visitors  in  his  nightgown  to  say 
his  prayers  at  his  father’s  knee.  Then  close  upon 
this  comes  Mrs.  Chesnut’s  dramatic  account  of  the 
funeral:  “Here  I  see  that  funeral  procession  as  it 
wound  among  those  tall  white  monuments,  up  the 
hillside,  the  James  River  tumbling  about  below 
over  rocks  and  around  islands ;  the  dominant  figure 
that  poor,  old,  gray-haired  man,  standing,  bare¬ 
headed,  straight  as  an  arrow,  clear  against  the  sky, 
by  the  open  grave  of  his  son.  She,  the  bereft 
mother,  stood  back,  in  her  heavy  black  wrappings, 
and  her  tall  figure  drooped.  The  flowers,  the  chil¬ 
dren,  the  procession  as  it  moved,  comes  and  goes, 
but  those  two  dark,  sorrow-stricken  figures  stand: 
they  are  before  me  now.”  12 

It  is  clear  that  Mrs.  Davis  must  have  had  a  su¬ 
perb  physique  to  go  through  all  she  did.  There  were 
brief  moments  when  she  gave  out.  After  pulling 
Billy  from  the  very  grip  of  death,  she  lay  for  three 
weeks  “on  the  sofa  helpless  and  with  my  pulse  so 
low  that  I  felt  an  almost  utter  unability  to  be  either 
glad  or  sorry.”  13  But  in  the  main  she  was  vigorous 
and  energetic,  equal  to  all  efforts  and  to  all 
emergencies. 

Also,  she  had  God  with  her  always.  The  comfort 
of  religion  was  an  immense  support  to  her  and  to 

her  husband,  both.  In  early  years  Davis  himself 
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seems  to  have  had  some  intellectual  difficulties.  But 
after  a  long  period  of  quiet  plantation  life,  with 
much  thinking  and  reading,  he  came  out  with  a 
sharp  and  literal  orthodoxy,  the  limits  of  which  are 
perhaps  best  revealed  to  modern  Northern  readers 
in  his  passionate  defense  of  the  great  Southern 
institution:  ‘‘When  the  low  and  vulgar  son  of  Noah, 
who  laughed  ,at  his  father’s  exposure,  sunk  by  de¬ 
basing  himself  and  his  lineage  by  a  connection  with 
an  inferior  race  of  men,  he  doomed  his  descendants 
to  perpetual  slavery.”  14  General  S chaff  justly  and 
ingeniously  connects  this  narrow,  dogmatic  theo¬ 
logical  standpoint  of  the  Confederate  President 
with  the  solitude  and  remoteness  of  his  youthful 
surroundings.  It  is  curious  to  reflect  that  Pro¬ 
fessor  Stephenson,  with  equal  justice,  has  found  in 
the  same  background,  working  on  a  different  tem¬ 
perament,  much  of  the  origin  of  Lincoln’s  dreamy 
and  poetical  mysticism. 

Davis’s  religious  attitude  and  preoccupation  were 
not  wholly  acceptable  to  some  of  his  critics.  Their 
feeling  about  it  appears  in  the  bitter  comment  of 
the  Richmond  Examiner:  “We  find  the  President 
standing  in  a  corner  telling  his  beads  and  relying 
on  a  miracle  to  save  the  country.”  15  Even  more 
significant  is  the  pointed  comment  of  Davis’s  own 

little  boy,  when  his  mother  invited  him  at  a  critical 
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moment  to  come  and  pray,  “You  had  better  have 
my  pony  saddled,  and  let  me  go  out  to  help  father; 
we  can  pray  afterward.” 16  Nevertheless,  there  is 
something  genuinely  impressive  and  winning  about 
the  intense  sincerity  and  earnestness  of  Davis’s  reli¬ 
gion,  as  shown  in  his  long  conversations  with  Doctor 
Craven,  and  Mrs.  Davis  turned  as  constantly  as 
he  did  to  the  comfort  which  is  most  unfailing  for 
those  who  can  find  it.  When  the  clouds  hung  dark¬ 
est  about  her,  she  wrote:  “However,  we  hope  all 
things  and  trust  in  God  as  the  only  one  able  to 
resolve  the  opposite  state  of  feeling  into  a  triumph¬ 
ant,  happy  whole.”  17 


II 

For  a  woman  who  plays  such  a  great  part  in  the 
world  as  Mrs.  Davis  did,  the  social  life  is  neces¬ 
sarily  the  most  conspicuous,  if  not  the  most  impor¬ 
tant.  Mrs.  Davis  had  some  eminent  social  qualities. 
She  liked  to  meet  people,  she  liked  to  watch  them 
and  analyze  them.  She  could  talk  brilliantly  and 
attractively  with  almost  anyone.  She  could  make 
her  house  run  easily  and  could  furnish  an  excellent 
table,  even  when  the  resources  for  such  a  purpose 
were  somewhat  scanty.  She  dressed  with  taste  and 

elegance.  She  was  dignified  and  imposing,  and 
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affected  all  sorts  of  people  by  her  personality, 
sometimes  favorably,  sometimes  not  quite  so  much 
so.  Pollard,  who  detested  her,  gives  a  description 
which  is  savage,  not  to  say  brutal:  “Mrs.  Davis  was 
a  brawny,  able-bodied  woman,  who  had  much  more 
of  masculine  mettle  than  of  feminine  grace.  Her 
complexion  was  tawny,  even  to  the  point  of  mulat- 
toism;  a  woman  loud  and  coarse  in  her  manners; 
full  of  self-assertion.”  18  The  gentle  General  Schaff 
suggests  something  bewilderingly  different:  She 
“had  soft,  liquid,  dark  eyes,  a  voice  of  Southern 
charm,  and  was  a  ready,  pleasing  talker.”  19  Per¬ 
haps  Mr.  Eckenrode’s  medium  view  is  the  most 
just:  “She  was  rather  handsome,  though  her  fea¬ 
tures  were  slightly  marred  by  a  thick  upper  lip 
which  gave  her,  unjustly,  a  slight  suggestion  of 
cruelty.  It  was  a  smooth,  proud,  comely  face.”  20 
As  to  Mrs.  Davis’s  ease  and  vivacity  in  conver¬ 
sation  there  is  little  dispute.  She  held  her  own 
with  the  best  talkers  in  Washington  and  drew  out 
the  best  they  had.  She  is  said  to  have  been  sarcastic. 
Such  a  quick  tongue  cannot  always  escape  that 
charge.  She  sometimes  allowed  her  sense  of  the 
comic  to  get  the  better  of  her  amiability.  One  day 
a  lady  who  was  supervising  the  cutting  out  of  un¬ 
dergarments  for  the  soldiers,  complained  almost 

with  tears  that  by  an  unfortunate  mistake  all  the 
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drawers  had  been  cut  out  for  one  leg.  The  other 
ladies  present  listened  with  considerate  sympathy; 
but  Mrs.  Davis  laughed  loud  and  long.21  Yet  her 
sketches  of  the  great  characters  about  her,  as  they 
appear  in  her  book,  are  remarkably  free  from  harsh¬ 
ness  or  satire,  though  the  temptation  to  it  must 
often  have  been  great.  What  the  quick  quality  of 
her  wit  was  I  find  nicely  suggested  in  the  brief 
exchange  which  she  reports  between  herself  and 
Secretary  Benjamin,  though  her  object  was  rather 
to  bring  out  his  quickness  than  hers.  She  had  dis¬ 
agreed  with  him  on  some  trivial  point  and  declined 
to  argue  about  it.  “I  playfully  said,  ‘If  I  let  you 
set  one  stone,  you  will  build  a  cathedral.’  He 
laughed  and  answered,  Tf  it  should  prove  to  be  the 

shrine  of  truth,  you  will  worship  there  with  me,  I 

*  22 

am  sure. 

With  these  social  gifts  and  limitations,  Mrs. 
Davis  obtained  a  considerable  success  during  the 
Washington  years.  No  one  speaks  of  her  exactly 
with  enthusiasm;  but  her  cleverness  drew  all  sorts 
of  people  about  her,  and  her  intelligence  held  them. 
Her  intimate  discussion  of  men  of  all  parties  and 
pursuits  proves  how  wide  was  her  acquaintance  with 
them,  and  her  husband’s  popularity  insured  her  ac¬ 
cess  to  any  circle  that  she  cared  to  enter.  Mrs. 

Pryor  says:  “Nor  must  we  fail  to  acknowledge  the 
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social  influence  of  Mrs.  Jefferson  Davis,  one  of 
the  most  brilliant  women  of  her  time — greatly 
sought  by  cultivated  men  and  women.”  23 

But  when  it  came  to  the  social  leadership  of  the 
Confederacy  during  those  critical  days  in  Rich¬ 
mond,  it  was  a  different  matter.  Mrs.  Davis  had 
to  encounter  precisely  the  same  difficulties  that  Mrs. 
Lincoln  met  in  Washington.  If  she  lived  simply 
and  unpretentiously,  as  her  husband  was  anxious 
to  do  and  himself  persistently  did,  the  critics  com¬ 
plained  that  she  was  not  keeping  up  the  social 
dignity  of  her  position,  was  narrow,  exclusive,  and 
regardless  of  popular  interest.  If  she  tried  to  en¬ 
tertain,  there  was  an  immediate  outcry  that  the 
White  House  was  callous  to  the  sufferings  and  dis¬ 
asters  of  the  country.  The  trouble  was  aggravated 
by  Davis’s  limitations  of  strength.  He  declared 
that  he  could  not  be  a  social  and  an  administrative 
officer  at  the  same  time,  and  the  latter  function 
seemed  more  important.  Mrs.  Davis  met  the  situa¬ 
tion  as  best  she  could.  She  gave  some  public  recep¬ 
tions,  which  were  well  attended  and  successful,  in 
spite  of  unkind  comments.  She  received  more  in¬ 
formally  in  the  evening  and  gathered  around  her 
the  most  brilliant  and  interesting  people  to  be  found 
in  the  Confederate  capital.  But  there  was  always 

plenty  of  fault-finding.  The  Examiner  shrieked 
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over  the  White  House  display  and  luxury.  The 
President  had  costly  horses  and  carriages  and  enter¬ 
tained  expensively,  while  the  poor  people  of  the 
South  were  suffering.24  Mrs.  Davis  was  extrava¬ 
gant,  loved  ostentation,  and  cared  little  for  the 
misery  that  was  so  evident  everywhere  about  her. 

These  charges  were  no  doubt  exaggerated  and 
unjust.  At  the  same  time,  it  is  clear  that  neither 
Davis  nor  his  wife  had  the  gift  of  being  demo¬ 
cratically  popular.  They  both  had  a  strong  sense 
of  the  dignity  of  their  position  and  were  apt  to 
emphasize  it  in  tactless  ways.  One  little  story  is 
told,  not  directly  affecting  Mrs.  Davis,  but  vividly 
illustrating  the  atmosphere  she  developed  about  her. 
“It  was  usual  for  the  Howell  girls  of  President 
Davis’s  family  to  come  into  church  after  the  service 
had  begun,  and,  beautifully  gowned,  to  walk  down 
the  aisle  to  the  President’s  pew  in  front  of  the 
chancel.  On  this  Sunday  Mrs.  General  Lee,  who 
was  in  town,  came  to  church  before  the  service 
began.  She  was  very  plainly  dressed,  and,  being 
recognized  by  the  sexton,  was  taken  at  once  by  the 
usher  to  the  President’s  pew.  When,  later,  the 
Howell  girls  marched  down  the  aisle  to  the  pew, 
they  observed  this  plain  old  woman  .  .  .  and  stood 
at  the  door  of  the  pew  for  her  to  vacate.  Instantly 

there  was  a  hiss  all  over  the  church.  Every  near-by 
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pew  door  was  thrown  open  to  Mrs.  Lee.”  25  The 
narrative  continues,  perhaps  not  very  plausibly,  to 
state  that  the  next  week  Davis  called  on  General 
Lee  to  apologize,  and  Lee’s  somewhat  dry  remark 
was:  “I  assure  you  it  makes  no  difference  as  it  is. 
If,  however,  it  had  been  some  poor,  obscure  woman 
of  the  neighborhood,  it  would  have  been  a  serious 
mistake.”  Such  incidents  were  not  very  helpful  to 
Mrs.  Davis’s  public  career. 

Moreover,  even  for  a  more  adaptable  tempera¬ 
ment,  the  conditions  in  Richmond  would  have  been 
somewhat  trying.  The  old  Virginia  aristocracy  was 
never  particularly  lenient  towards  outsiders.26  Mrs. 
Chesnut,  who  was  a  most  charming  person  and 
came  from  South  Carolina,  where  good  society  had 
some  opinion  of  itself,  complains  rather  bitterly  of 
the  tone  at  the  capital:  “Until  we  came  here  we 
had  never  heard  of  our  social  position.  We  do  not 
know  how  to  be  rude  to  people  who  call.  To  talk 
of  social  position  seems  vulgar.  Down  our  way  that 
sort  of  thing  was  settled  one  way  or  another  beyond 
a  perad venture,  like  the  earth  and  the  sky.  We 
never  gave  it  a  thought.  We  talked  to  whom  we 
pleased,  and  if  they  were  not  comme  il  faut ,  we 
were  ever  so  much  more  polite  to  the  poor  things. 
No  reflections  on  Virginia:  everybody  comes  to 

Richmond.”  27  Now  the  President  and  his  wife  came 
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from  a  much  more  doubtful  region  than  South 
Carolina.  At  first  Bichmond  society  was  inclined 
to  be  tolerant  and  good-natured,  and  a  thoroughly 
tactful  and  conciliatory  disposition  might  have  over¬ 
come  all  prejudice.  Mrs.  Davis  had  not  such  a  dis¬ 
position.  The  feeling  which  grew  up  about  her  is 
well  indicated  in  a  letter  written  me  by  a  Southern 
lady  of  to-day:  “I  wonder  if  your  pen  can  invest 
that  I  almost  said  hybrid  opportunist  with  the 
glamour  of  interest  and  romance.  I  never  cared  for 
her  and  I  believe  the  older  Southern  people  who 
were  in  a  position  to  know  did  not  care  for  her, 
either.  She  wasn't  a  Southern  woman,  and  while 
we  may  admire  her  loyalty  to  her  husband  and 
her  adopted  cause  and  country,  we  realize  it  was 
self-interest  rather  than  simon-pure  patriotism  that 
actuated  her."  Yet  even  Nero  had  flowers  placed 
upon  his  grave  by  an  unknown  hand.  And  when 
the  exigencies  of  the  time  forced  Mrs.  Davis  to 
sell  her  horses,  an  anonymous  purchaser  returned 
them  to  her  stables  the  next  morning,28  So  I  fancy 
some  people  loved  her,  after  all. 

She  had  evidently  the  impulsive  generosity  and 
sympathy  which  belong  to  a  quick,  ill-regulated, 
impetuous  nature.  She  did  not  do  much  visiting 
in  the  hospitals,  which  were  naturally  such  a  promi¬ 
nent  element  in  Richmond  life,  giving  the  rather 
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singular  reason  that  “Mr.  Davis  felt  it  was  best 
for  me  not  to  expose  the  men  to  the  restraint  my 
presence  might  have  imposed.”  29  I  doubt  whether 
sustained  self-sacrifice  would  have  come  easy  to 
her  or  have  often  been  accepted.  Yet  there  are 
many  little  touches  of  kindness,  unobtrusive  but 
obviously  sincere,  which  show  that  there  was  a 
human  heart  in  her  somewhere.  Above  all,  she 
was  capable  of  warm  and  tender  affection  where 
she  had  once  attached  herself.  No  study  of  her 
would  be  complete  that  did  not  take  into  account 
the  really  lovely  letters  written  to  Mrs.  Howell 
Cobb  in  the  disastrous  years  after  the  war.  There 
is  far  more  than  a  merely  perfunctory  regard  con¬ 
veyed  in  passages  like  the  following:  “I  so  often 
think  of  you  surrounded  by  children  and  grand¬ 
children,  a  home  and  a  future,  and  bless  God  that 
all  I  love  are  not  like  me,  floating  uprooted.  Do, 
dear  old  friend,  write  to  me  and  tell  me  every  little 
thing  about  yourself  and  your  family.  I  am  so 
much  afraid  of  your  feeling  yourself  a  stranger  to 
me,  and  of  each  cord  becoming  loosened  by  disuse, 
until  we  drop  off  altogether  into  that  mechanical 
intercourse,  valueless  because  labored.  .  .  .  Maggie 
and  Mr.  Davis  send  love  to  you  and  your  dear 

children,  and  dear,  reliable,  old,  tender  friend,  I 
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am,  as  ever — .” 30  Surely  the  woman  who  wrote 
that  was  lovable  as  well  as  loving. 

in 

But  the  warmth  of  Mrs.  Davis’s  affection  was  in 
the  main  bestowed  upon  her  husband,  and  the  depth 
and  constancy  of  their  mutual  love  are  quite  beyond 
dispute.  Davis  had  naturally  a  tender  and  devoted 
temperament  and  the  kind  of  temperament  that 
concentrates  its  tenderness  upon  one  object.  His 
first  marriage,  to  the  daughter  of  Zachary  Taylor, 
was  romantic  in  its  persistence  against  the  opposi¬ 
tion  of  the  bride’s  father  and  in  the  tragic  circum¬ 
stances  of  her  early  death  by  the  infectious  fever 
which  almost  killed  her  husband.  Mrs.  Varina 
Davis’s  account  of  her  predecessor  is  worth  quoting 
as  an  instance  of  tact  in  the  handling  of  a  rather 
difficult  matter:  “Though  a  woman  of  great  de¬ 
cision  of  character,  she  was  devoid  of  the  least 
trace  of  stubbornness;  her  judgment  was  mature, 
her  nature  open  and  faithful,  and  her  temper  affec¬ 
tionate  and  responsive.” 31  You  could  hardly  praise 
with  more  discriminating  sincerity  and  less  pre¬ 
tentiousness. 

When  Davis  made  his  second  choice,  he  did  it 

with  loyal  and  abundant  affection,  and  his  attach- 
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ment  to  Varina  showed  in  all  the  crises  of  his  life 
as  well  as  in  the  ordinary  current  of  it.  Here  again 
Pollard  is  worth  quoting  for  the  extreme  hostile 
view:  “Mr.  Davis  was  the  most  uxorious  of  men; 
and  it  was  surprising  that  a  man  of  his  fine  nervous 
organism  .  .  .  should  have  fallen  so  much  under 
the  dominion  of  a  woman,  who  was  excessively 
coarse  and  physical  in  her  person,  and  in  whom 
the  defects  of  nature  had  been  repaired  neither  by 
the  grace  of  manners  nor  the  charms  of  conversa¬ 
tion.”  32  Extravagant  and  absurd  as  this  is,  it  well 
indicates  the  devotion  which  Davis  himself  repeat¬ 
edly  expressed.  In  the  height  of  triumph  and  suc¬ 
cess  he  turned  to  the  one  person  with  whom  he 
wished  to  share  them.  In  failure  and  despair  he 
poured  out  his  soul  to  her,  and  her  tenderness 
and  sympathy  were  his  greatest  consolation.  Speak¬ 
ing  to  Doctor  Craven,  during  the  long  days  of  cap¬ 
tivity,  he  made  clear  this  attitude  under  the  form 
of  general  appraisal  of  woman’s  helpfulness: 
“Beautiful  as  woman’s  character  always  was,  in  its 
purity,  grace,  delicacy,  and  sympathetic  action,  it 
was  rarely,  save  in  man’s  hours  of  deepest  affliction, 
that  he  realized  how  much  he  stood  in  need  of  the 
support  of  his  gentle  counterpart.”  33  In  the  long 
and  elaborate  letter,  written  in  April,  1865,  just 

after  the  great  downfall,  he  expresses  his  marital 
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affection  with  touching  directness  and  intensity,, 
He  has  made  and  will  make  every  sacrifice  but  one, 
which  is  beyond  him:  “I  have  sacrificed  so  much 
for  the  cause  of  the  Confederacy  that  I  can  measure 
my  ability  to  make  any  further  sacrifice  required, 
and  am  assured  there  is  but  one  to  which  I  am  not 
equal — my  wife  and  my  children.”  34  He  recognizes 
that,  instead  of  the  great  hopes  that  had  been  held 
out  to  her,  he  has  little  left  to  offer;  but  he  knows 
that  she  loves  him  for  himself  and  not  what  he  can 
bring:  “Dear  wife,  this  is  not  the  fate  to  which  I 
invited  you  when  the  future  was  rose  colored  to 
us  both;  but  I  know  you  will  bear  it  even  better 
than  myself,  and  that,  of  us  two,  I  alone  will  ever 
look  back  reproachfully  on  my  past  career.”  35  And 
he  assures  her  at  least  of  his  undying  devotion,  such 
as  it  is:  “Farewell,  my  dear,  there  may  be  better 
things  in  store  for  us  than  are  now  in  view,  but  my 
love  is  all  I  have  to  offer,  and  that  has  the  value 
of  a  thing  long  possessed,  and  sure  not  to  be  lost.”  36 
Mrs.  Davis’s  response  to  this  affection  was 
equally  devoted  and  self-forgetful.  Strong,  self- 
reliant,  and  dominating  she  may  have  been.  But 
she  was  a  woman  and  a  lover,  and  I  like  especially 
her  confession  of  longing  and  dependence  when  she 
at  last  receives  permission  to  correspond  with  her 

imprisoned  and  tormented  husband:  “The  permis- 

182 


MRS.  JEFFERSON  DAVIS 

sion  has  relieved  me  of  the  dreadful  sense  of  loneli¬ 
ness  and  agonizing  doubt  and  weight  of  responsi¬ 
bility.  I  may  ask  his  advice  instead  of  acting  upon 
my  own  suggestions,  and  above  all  I  may  know 
from  him  how  he  is.”  37  The  same  warm  note  of 
passionate  tenderness  sounds  through  all  her  letters 
and  her  book. 

And  that  book  is  the  heart  of  the  matter  in  deal¬ 
ing  with  Mrs.  Davis.  Among  these  various  studies 
of  wives  this  is  the  only  case  in  which  a  wife  has 
written  formally  and  elaborately  about  her  hus¬ 
band.  It  seems  almost  cruel  to  take  advantage 
when  the  game  is  played  so  directly  into  your  hand. 
Yet  if  we  are  trying  to  study  the  husband  and  the 
wife,  both,  we  cannot  overlook  such  significant  aid 
when  it  is  offered  us.  Evidently  there  are  few 
tasks  more  difficult  for  a  woman  to  undertake 
than  to  ’write  about  her  husband,  though  many 
women  plunge  into  it  with  entire  serenity.  In  one 
sense  it  may  be  said  that  a  woman  who  knows  a 
man  in  his  daily  home  life — a  mother,  a  wife,  a 
sister,  a  daughter — knows  him  better  than  anyone 
else  can.  When  he  goes  out  into  the  world  and 
deals  with  other  men — and  women,  it  may  be  urged 
that  he  puts  on  a  mask  which  he  drops  completely 
by  the  domestic  hearth.  But,  after  all,  that  mask 

is  part  of  the  man.  The  outside  counts  as  well  as 
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the  inside.  And  that  outside  the  wife  rarely  sees 
as  the  outer  world  sees  it.  She  knows  much  that 
the  world  knows  not;  but  some  things  the  world 
sees  that  she  is  ignorant  of,  and  of  which  no  one 
gives  her  an  inkling. 

Further,  a  wife  usually  knows  many  of  her  hus¬ 
band's  defects ;  no  one  better.  She  has  the  keenest 
insight  into  them,  and  is  often  ready  enough  to 
point  them  out — to  him.  But  when  it  comes  to  tell¬ 
ing  outsiders,  it  is  another  matter.  Not  only  loyalty 
to  him,  but  her  own  pride  and  self-respect  impel, 
oblige  her  to  cover  up,  to  defend,  to  deal  in  the 
cunning  alchemy  of  love  which  transforms  defects 
into  curious  excellences.  She  may  be  aware  of  this 
process  or  she  may  not ;  it  is  hard  to  say  which  state 
of  mind  more  impairs  the  validity  of  her  testimony. 

But,  try  as  she  will,  she  cannot  tell  the  life-story 
without  making  the  defects  stand  out.  The  more  she 
conceals,  extenuates,  excuses,  the  weaker  her  case  is 
apt  to  become.  The  more  passionately  she  idolizes 
and  defends  her  hero,  the  greater  is  the  danger  that 
the  indifferent  reader  will  find  her  gently  ridiculous 
and  the  kindly  reader  pathetic,  while  the  very 
efforts  she  makes  to  exalt  the  idol  are  apt  to  result 
in  damaging  him  in  a  manner  far,  far  different 
from  what  she  anticipated.  Perhaps  I  may  again 

quote  in  connection  with  Mrs.  Davis  the  beautiful 
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lines  of  Beaumont  which  I  applied  long  ago  to  Mrs. 
Longstreet’s  Life  of  her  distinguished  husband : 

“Those  have  most  power  to  hurt  us  that  we  love : 

We  lay  our  sleeping  lives  within  their  arms/'  38 

It  cannot  be  denied  that,  granting  the  difficulty 
of  the  undertaking,  Mrs.  Davis  has  done  her  work 
with  great  skill.  She  herself  sets  a  very  high  stand¬ 
ard  and  one  that  few  can  expect  to  attain :  “Detrac¬ 
tion  is  the  easiest  form  of  criticism  or  eloquence,  but 
just,  discriminating  praise  requires  the  presence  in 
the  commentators  of  many  of  those  qualities  which 
are  commended  in  the  subject.”  39  In  general  she 
avoids  foolish  and  unfounded  eulogy  and  she  en¬ 
deavors  at  least  to  meet  and  dispose  of  intelligent 
criticism.  In  any  case  she  tells  us  much  of  value 
about  her  husband  and  about  herself.  Only  the 
discerning  reader  gathers  a  great  deal  of  this  with¬ 
out  any  intention  on  the  writer’s  part. 

One  is  struck  first  with  Mrs.  Davis’s  insistence 
upon  her  husband’s  health.  For  all  his  activity, 
for  all  his  exposure  to  hardship  and  endurance  of 
it  in  his  military  life,  he  seems  always  to  have  been 
sensitive,  to  have  been  liable  to  illness;  and  in  later 
years,  that  is  during  his  Senatorship  and  Presi¬ 
dency,  he  suffered  intensely  and  frequently.  His 

nervous  susceptibility  to  pain  and  distress  in  others 

185 


WIVES 

was  so  extreme  that  he  could  not  even  endure  to 
have  the  story  of  the  Babes  in  the  Wood  read 
to  him  when  he  was  ill.  Through  all  his  physical 
trials  Mrs.  Davis  tended  him  with  devoted  care. 
At  least  it  appears  so  from  her  narrative,  and  no 
one  disputes  it.  In  one  illness,  when  he  was  threat¬ 
ened  with  the  loss  of  an  eye  and  the  doctors  won¬ 
dered  how  it  could  possibly  have  escaped,  he  said, 
“My  wife  saved  it.”  And  the  wife’s  comment  is, 
“All  the  triumphs  of  my  life  were  and  are  concen¬ 
trated  in  and  excelled  by  this  blessed  memory.”  40 
Mrs.  Davis  insists  upon  the  patience,  the  fortitude, 
the  cheerfulness  with  which  her  husband  endured  all 
these  afflictions.  He  did  not  allow  them  to  affect 
his  temper,  she  says.  Yet  one  finds  it  hard  to  believe 
that  a  great  ruler  of  men  could  be  made  out  of  such 
material. 

Take  another  aspect  of  Davis’s  character,  his 
intelligence.  His  wife  emphasizes  with  perfect  jus¬ 
tice  the  clear  and  high  and  broad  quality  of  this. 
He  thought  widely  and  deeply  about  many  things, 
especially  things  political,  reasoned  forcibly,  and 
put  the  process  of  his  reasoning  in  vivid  and  effec¬ 
tive  form.  But  when  he  had  once  arrived  at  con¬ 
clusions,  he  would  not  readily  change  them;  when 
he  had  definitely  established  his  own  standpoint,  it 

was  extremely  difficult  for  him  to  recognize  that 
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there  could  be  any  other.  This  defect  seriously 
hampered  his  whole  career.  And  his  wife  has 
brought  it  out  with  entire  clearness.  When  she 
first  meets  him,  long  before  there  was  any  thought 
of  marriage,  her  shrewd  insight  discerns  the  flaw. 
“He  impresses  me  as  a  remarkable  kind  of  man, 
but  of  uncertain  temper,  and  has  a  way  of  taking 
for  granted  that  everybody  agrees  with  him  when 
he  expresses  an  opinion,  which  offends  me.” 41 
Later,  after  better  knowledge,  she  reiterates  her 
feeling  of  the  limitation,  even  in  passionate  defense: 
“He  sincerely  thought  all  he  said,  and,  moreover, 
could  not  understand  any  other  man  coming  to  a 
different  conclusion  after  his  premises  were  stated. 
It  was  this  sincerity  of  opinion  which  sometimes 
gave  him  the  manner  to  which  his  opponents  ob¬ 
jected  as  domineering.”  42  And  friends  objected 
to  it  as  well  as  opponents. 

The  dogmatic,  positive,  fixed  attitude  which 
showed  itself  in  abstract  intellectual  matters  was 
still  more  obtrusive  and  damaging  in  the  manage¬ 
ment  of  men.  Mrs.  Davis  insists,  again  with  entire 
justice,  upon  Davis’s  tenderness  and  kindness.  He 
wished  no  one  to  suffer.  Suffering  irritated  him, 
and  he  endeavored  to  relieve  it  wherever  he  could. 
Moreover,  he  was  very  sensitive  to  the  opinions  of 
others:  “Every  shade  of  feeling  that  crossed  the 
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minds  of  those  about  him  was  noticed,  and  he  could 
not  bear  anyone  to  be  inimical  to  him/’ 43  But  he 
moved  in  an  atmosphere  of  high  thought  and  set¬ 
tled  conviction,  where  there  was  little  room  for  the 
wishes  and  plans  and  convictions  of  others.  There 
is  one  striking  phrase  of  Mrs,  Davis’s,  not  written 
in  connection  with  her  husband,  but  having  a  cer¬ 
tain  bearing  upon  him}  all  the  same:  “Perhaps  I 
attach  too  much  importance  to  the  humanism  of 
great  men,  but  I  have  observed  that  this  quality 
is  oftenest  found  wanting  in  men  of  great  intel¬ 
lect.”  44  It  was  humanism  that  was  wanting  in 
Davis,  for  all  his  sensibility.  He  was  not  adapt¬ 
able,  not  pliable.  He  wanted  no  one  about  him 
but  those  who  shared  his  views  or  at  least  submitted 
to  them.  It  was  difficult  for  him  to  use  great  instru¬ 
ments  according  to  their  own  quality  for  great  pur¬ 
poses.  In  this,  as  in  many  other  points,  he  has 
a  notable  resemblance  to  Woodrow  Wilson.  It  was 
this  spiritual  rigidity  which  involved  Davis  in  his 
tragic  and  fatal  quarrels  with  Joseph  E.  Johnston, 
with  Beauregard,  with  Toombs,  and  with  many 
others.  And  then  we  have  Mrs.  Davis’s  pitifully 
characteristic  remark  in  regard  to  one  minor  inci¬ 
dent:  “The  talent  for  governing  men  without  hu¬ 
miliating  them,  which  Mr.  Davis  had  in  an  eminent 

degree,  cannot  be  acquired,  it  is  inborn.”  45  These 
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are  the  methods  of  defense  which  drive  one’s  per¬ 
versity  almost  to  the  assertion  of  the  opposite:  he 
had  the  talent  for  humiliating  men  without  govern¬ 
ing  them.  Truly,  those  have  most  power  to  hurt  us 
that  we  love. 

So  everywhere  the  worshiping  wife  urges  good 
qualities  that  are  undeniable  in  themselves;  but 
she  does  not  see  that  often  the  excess  of  these  quali¬ 
ties  becomes  defect.  She  praises  her  husband’s  sin¬ 
cerity.  He  was  admirably  sincere ;  but  an  outspoken 
frankness  may  bruise  and  wound.  And  she  pro¬ 
claims  him  loyal.  So  he  was,  always.  But  the  loy¬ 
alty  too  often  meant  a  mistaken  and  perverse  cling¬ 
ing  to  servants  and  supporters  who  were  unworthy. 
And  no  doubt  there  are  other  qualities  less  am¬ 
biguous  and  disputable,  and  in  enlarging  upon  these 
Mrs.  Davis  has  the  agreement  and  sympathy  of 
everyone.  Her  husband’s  courage  was  fine  and  un¬ 
disputed.  No  one  can  question  his  readiness  for 
sacrifice.  No  one  can  question  his  instinct  of  patri¬ 
otism,  his  persistent  devotion  to  the  cause  he  had 
undertaken  to  serve.  The  devotion  may  have  been 
misdirected;  it  was  absolutely  and  constantly  sin¬ 
cere.  Yet  it  is  curious  that  at  the  very  end  of  her 
long  narrative  Mrs.  Davis,  without  in  the  least 
meaning  to  do  so,  makes  perhaps  the  severest  criti¬ 
cism  that  can  be  made  by  anyone.  Many  historical 
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students  to-day  are  inclined  to  hold  that  from  the 
beginning  the  Confederate  cause  was  hopeless,  that 
no  man,  however  gifted,  occupying  the  place  of  Jef¬ 
ferson  Davis,  could  have  brought  about  a  different 
result,  though  the  various  aspects  of  the  struggle 
might  have  been  altered.  Yet  Mrs.  Davis,  quite 
unconsciously,  places  the  burden  of  failure  not  upon 
the  inherent  impossibility  of  success,  but  upon 
causes  in  the  nature  of  the  man  himself:  “In  the 
greatest  effort  of  his  life,  Mr.  Davis  failed  from 
the  predominance  of  some  of  these  noble  quali¬ 
ties.”  46  Again  I  say,  those  have  most  power  to 
hurt  us  that  we  love. 

Yet,  whatever  the  hurt  or  the  help  of  her  defense 
and  criticism,  no  one  can  dispute  the  wife’s  ab¬ 
sorbing,  enduring  affection.  Her  husband  was  all 
in  all  to  her,  and  she  had  little  hope,  little  interest, 
little  thought  for  anything  else.  She  shared  his 
triumphs,  she  comforted  his  weakness,  she  cheered 
his  captivity  so  far  as  she  could,  and  when  she  could 
not  she  made  every  possible  effort,  even  to  the  point 
of  humiliation,  for  his  release.  Whatever  her  de¬ 
fects,  and  they  were  many  and  obvious,  she  was  a 
devoted  wife,  and  the  last  words  of  a  passionate 
letter,  written  in  the  moment  of  greatest  peril,  sum 
up  all  that  is  finest  and  most  winning  about  her: 

“Oh,  my  dearest,  precious  husband,  the  one  absorb- 
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ing  love  of  my  whole  life,  may  God  keep  you  from 
harm.5 5  47 


rv 

Mrs.  Davis’s  communion  with  her  husband  was 
not  only  a  personal  and  domestic  matter.  There 
was  no  aspect  of  his  career,  no  phase  of  his  activity, 
in  which  she  was  not  interested.  She  was  always 
a  considerable  reader,  and  it  is  evident  that  she 
had  read  and  thought  and  talked  on  political  af¬ 
fairs,  abstractly  as  well  as  in  detail,  in  a  way  to 
make  her  a  suggestive  and  interesting  companion. 
The  knowledge  of  all  the  elements  of  the  great 
struggle  displayed  in  her  book  is  really  astonishing. 
She  constantly  helped  her  husband,  acting  as  his 
secretary,  and  writing  both  for  him  and  with  him. 
Her  Northern  antecedents  and  connections  ren¬ 
dered  her  somewhat  suspicious  to  critical  Southern¬ 
ers,  as  Mrs.  Lincoln  was  in  Washington.  But  there 
cannot  be  a  moment’s  doubt  of  her  passionate  sym¬ 
pathy  with  the  Confederate  cause.  Only  she  was 
shrewd  enough  to  see,  especially  toward  the  end, 
what  her  husband’s  rigorous  logic  was  so  reluctant 
to  admit,  the  hopeless  contradiction  between  the 
theory  of  State  Rights,  on  which  the  Confederacy 

was  founded,  and  the  stern  exigencies  of  military 

191 


WIVES 


control.  Writing  to  a  friend  just  when  the  catas¬ 
trophe  was  near,  she  frankly  expresses  her  heresy 
in  this  regard:  “The  cohesive  power  of  a  strong 
government  is  needed  when  the  disintegrating  tend¬ 
ency  of  misery  is  at  work.  The  consent  of  the 
masses  governed  is  only  accorded  to  government 
which  confers  at  that  time  large  blessings— faith  is 
never  displayed  by  the  masses  in  things  hoped  for 
if  they  chance  to  be  those  every-day  blessings  which 
we  call  necessaries — I  am  disheartened  with  popu¬ 
lar  sovereignty,  still  more  with  State  sovereignty, 
and  fear  both  are  fallacies.55  48  Which  at  least  suf¬ 
fices  to  show  that  she  was  a  woman  who  thought, 
and  thought  keenly. 

With  such  political  thinking  and  with  her  tem¬ 
perament,  it  would  be  natural  to  assume  that  she 
had  a  great  influence  over  her  husband.  Unques¬ 
tionably  she  had.  To  be  sure,  Davis  disliked  politi¬ 
cal  women.  He  told  Doctor  Craven  that  woman's 
“true  altar  is  the  happy  fireside,  not  the  forum  with 
its  foul  breath  and  distracting  clamors."  49  Never¬ 
theless,  his  intimate  letters  show  how  freely  he 
talked  everything  over  with  his  wife,  and  his  ene¬ 
mies  believed  that  her  influence  was  constant  and 
far  from  beneficial.  Mr.  Eckenrode  probably  puts 
the  matter  in  the  fairest  light:  “There  can  be  no 

doubt  that  Varina  Davis  was  a  congenial  corn- 
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panion  for  an  intellectual  man,  and  that  she  secured 
a  considerable  influence  over  her  husband,  even  pos¬ 
sibly  in  political  matters.  Her  abounding  vitality 
would  have  made  her  predominant  over  the  semi- 
invalid  Davis  but  for  a  will  which  always  kept 
him  master  of  himself.”  50 

In  technical  military  affairs  the  influence  would 
of  course  he  less  felt.  Yet  the  ample  discussion 
of  these  in  the  Life  shows  how  fully  Mrs.  Davis 
was  conversant  with  them,  and  during  his  occasional 
absences  Davis  writes  to  her  with  abundant  detail 
of  military  events  and  extended  comment  upon 
them,  proving  at  least  that  she  understood  all  that 
was  going  on.  In  the  long  and  most  curious  letter, 
written  April  7, 1865,  Mrs.  Davis  strikingly  reveals 
her  attitude  as  to  the  incidents  of  the  war  and  the 
men  concerned  in  it.  Here  you  trace  with  the 
greatest  nicety  the  character  of  her  influence  and 
just  the  form  in  which  it  was  exerted:  “Though  I 
know  you  do  not  like  my  interference,  let  me 
entreat  you  not  to  send  B.  B.  [Braxton  Bragg]  to 
command  there,  I  am  satisfied  that  the  country 
will  be  ruined  by  its  intestine  feuds  if  you  do  so. 
,  .  •  If  I  am  intrusive,  forgive  me  for  the  sake 
of  the  love  which  impels  me,  but  pray  long  and 
fervently  before  you  decide  to  do  it.”  61  No  one  will 

deny  that  this  is  tactfully  expressed. 
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As  regards  more  general  public  policy  it  might 
be  expected  that  Mrs.  Davis’s  opinion  would  be 
£ven  more  decided  and  her  advice  more  urgent. 
How  close,  how  intimate,  how  constant  was  her 
watchfulness  as  to  what  went  on  appears  admirably 
in  her  own  rather  remarkable  admission  that  “she 
was  an  auditor  in  an  adjoining  room  when  the 
Cabinet  met  to  hear  the  report  of  the  Commis¬ 
sioners”  who  brought  back  word  from  the  vital 
conference  in  Hampton  Roads.52  The  sentence 
which  Pollard  quotes  as  to  the  project  to  make 
Lee  commander-in-chief  may  not  be  literal,  but  its 
vehemence  is  by  no  means  uncharacteristic:  “I 
think  I  am  the  person  to  advise  Mr.  Davis ;  and  if 
I  were  he,  I  would  die  or  be  hung  before  I  would 
submit  to  the  humiliation  that  Congress  intended 
him.”  53  Much  more  impressive,  however,  because 
more  in  the  spirit  of  the  military  passage  above 
cited,  is  the  bit  from  the  letter  of  April  28,  1865, 
referring  to  the  last  despairing  hope  of  transferring 
the  Confederate  government  beyond  the  Missis¬ 
sippi:  “As  to  the  trans-Mississippi,  I  doubt  if  at 
first  things  will  be  straight,  but  the  spirit  is  there, 
and  the  daily  accretions  will  be  great  when  the  de¬ 
luded  of  this  side  are  crushed  out  between  the 
upper  and  nether  millstone.  But  you  have  now  tried 
the  ‘strict  construction’  fallacy.  If  we  are  to  require 
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a  Constitution,  it  must  be  much  stretched  during 
our  hours  of  outside  pressure  if  it  covers  us  at  all.”  54 
Surely  this  was  a  masterful  woman,  and  one  who 
might  herself  have  dreamed  of  building  empires. 

There  wTere  also  unpleasant  stories  of  much  more 
personal  interference  with  the  progress  of  national 
affairs.  Mrs.  Davis  had  violent  prejudices,  as,  for 
that  matter,  had  her  husband.  It  was  rumored  that 
these  prejudices  had  more  to  do  with  the  making 
and  marring  of  military  officials,  great  and  little, 
than  actual  merit.  Such  stories  are  apt  to  arise 
without  much  foundation,  but  it  will  hardly  be 
denied  that  something  in  Mrs.  Davis's  character 
and  bearing  gave  them  color.  It  was  currently 
believed  that  to  be  connected  with  the  presidential 
household  meant  sure  promotion  and  support.  And 
again  this  is  a  usual  form  of  slander;  but  the  bitter 
sentence  of  the  Richmond  Examiner  no  doubt  ex¬ 
presses  a  widespread  popular  indignation:  If  the 
President’s  secretary  “will  only  take  the  trouble 
to  inform  us  what  one  of  the  President’s  family 
and  of  the  late  General  Taylor’s  is  not  holding  office 
anywhere,  we  shall  not  only  print  it  with  pleasure, 
but  the  public  will  receive  this  information  with 
a  gratification  heightened  by  surprise.”  55 

Yet  in  spite  of  all  these  activities  and  interests 

and  efforts,  I  am  inclined  to  think  that  Mrs.  Davis 
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had  less  personal  ambition  than  might  be  imagined. 
She  would  have  been  active  and  assertive  in  any 
sphere  of  life;  but  she  would  have  been  equally  con¬ 
tented,  perhaps  more  so,  in  a  humbler  domestic 
career.  She  herself  sums  up  the  drawbacks,  with 
her  usual  keenness:  “Then  I  began  to  know  the 
bitterness  of  being  a  politician’s  wife,  and  that  it 
meant  long  absences,  pecuniary  depletion  from 
ruinous  absenteeism,  illness  from  exposure,  miscon¬ 
ceptions,  defamation  of  character  —  everything 
which  darkens  the  sunlight  and  contracts  the  happy 
sphere  of  home.”  56  And  if  it  be  said  that  this  was 
written  in  age  and  to  a  certain  extent  for  public 
effect,  we  may  turn  to  the  charming  passage,  re¬ 
sponding  to  a  remark  of  her  husband’s  which  I  have 
quoted  above:  “It  is  surely  not  the  fate  to  which 
you  invited  me  in  brighter  days,  but  you  must 
remember  that  you  did  not  invite  me  to  a  great 
hero’s  home,  but  to  that  of  a  plain  farmer.  I  have 
shared  all  your  triumphs,  been  the  only  beneficiary 
of  them;  now  I  am  but  claiming  the  privilege  for 
the  first  time  of  being  all  to  you.”  57 

At  any  rate,  what  ambition  she  had  was  alto¬ 
gether  merged  in  her  husband’s,  and  she  herself 
insists,  and  with  apparent  justice,  that  his  ambition 
was  less  than  some  people  suppose.  He  did  not 

want  the  Presidency,  she  says,  would  have  pre- 
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ferred  a  military  command,  and  this  is  commonly 
believed,  though  Mrs.  Davis’s  talk  with  Mrs.  Keck- 
ley  before  the  war  would  seem  to  indicate  that 
even  then  the  headship  of  the  Confederacy  was 
looked  upon  as  almost  certain.58  In  Davis’s  case  it  is 
a  little  difficult  to  separate  personal  ambition  from 
the  tremendous,  dogged,  driving  determination  to 
make  his  cause  and  his  policy  and  his  splendid,  in¬ 
sistent  will  triumph  over  all  the  obstacles  of  a 
perverse  and  wicked  world.  He  had  God  with  him, 
he  must  triumph,  he  would  triumph,  and  she  would 
help  him  triumph.  Then  he  failed,  disastrously, 
ruinously,  and  the  world  tumbled  to  pieces  about 
him  and  her.  The  hopes,  the  desires,  the  efforts, 
the  maddening  sacrifices  of  four  bitter  years  cul¬ 
minated  in  a  calamity  which  in  the  beginning  had 
seemed  to  her  absolutely  unthinkable.  There  was 
the  hurried  flight  South,  the  nightmare  capture  in 
the  gray  dawn,  the  agonized  uncertainty  of  im¬ 
prisonment  and  trial,  the  Odyssey  of  exile  and  pri¬ 
vation,  the  loss  of  the  idol  who  had  meant  the 
whole  of  life  to  her,  and  the  long  later  years  filled 
with  the  immense  brooding  shadow  of  a  great  mem¬ 
ory.  Mrs.  Davis’s  life  ends  for  us  with  the  death 
of  her  husband.  In  spite  of  later  activities  and 
experiences,  no  doubt  she  would  have  wished  it 

to  end  actually,  in  the  spirit  of  the  beautiful  pas- 
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sage  in  one  of  her  letters  to  Mrs.  Cobb:  “I  watch 
over  him  unceasingly  and  pray  to  go  first  if  it 
must  be  that  we  are  to  be  parted.  Twenty  years’ 
difference  asserts  itself,  when  the  younger  of  the 
two  is  middle-aged,  and  I  am  in  terror  whenever 
he  leaves  me.”  59  But  if  she  had  expressed  such  a 
wish  to  him,  he  might  have  answered  with  the 
words  of  Hamlet  to  Horatio: 

“Absent  thee  from  felicity  a  while, 

And  in  this  harsh  world  draw  thy  breath  in  pain, 

To  tell  my  story.” 

And  she  did  tell  it,  with  all  the  life  she  had  and 
all  she  had  had,  with  all  her  loves  and  all  her  hates 
and  all  her  hopes  and  all  her  dreams. 
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CHRONOLOGY 
Sarah  Hildreth  Butler. 

Born,  Dracut,  Massachusetts,  August  17,  1816. 
Married  Benjamin  F.  Butler,  May  16,  1844. 
Died,  April  8,  1876. 
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Mrs.  Butler  is  known  through  printed  mate¬ 
rial  during  only  a  few  years  of  her  life  with  her 
husband  and  in  the  most  intimate  connection  with 
him.  She  was  born  in  1816,  in  the  small  town  of 
Dracut,  Massachusetts,  the  daughter  of  a  physi¬ 
cian  named  Hildreth.  She  had  a  passion  for  the 
drama  and  Shakespeare,  studied  for  the  stage  and 
acted  for  a  short  time,  then  left  it  to  marry  the 
young  lawyer  of  Lowell.  She  had  a  numerous 
family,  led  a  busy,  useful  life,  and  died  in  1876. 
There  is  no  biography  of  her,  no  elaborate  record 
coming  from  herself  or  others.  But  a  large  number 
of  her  letters  from  1860  to  1865  are  printed  in 
connection  with  her  husband’s.  They  are  letters 
of  extraordinary  brilliancy  and  force  of  self -rev¬ 
elation,  and  they  give  a  startling,  varied,  and  vera¬ 
cious  likeness  of  a  most  original  and  interesting 
spirit. 

It  is  best  first  to  establish  this  striking  couple  in 

the  normal  current  of  happy  and  fortunate  mar- 
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ried  life,  the  substantial  and  sympathetic  sharing 
of  common  suffering  and  common  joy.  It  is  evi¬ 
dent  that,  at  any  rate  during  the  years  when  we 
know  them,  they  were  well  off.  There  were  ample 
means  for  comfortable  and  even  luxurious  living. 
Money  was  always  abundant  and  there  is  no  sign 
of  the  wear  and  tear  so  sure  to  accompany  financial 
stringency.  There  was  a  large  and  beautiful  house 
in  Lowell,  plenty  of  servants,  horses  and  carriages, 
and  all  the  equipment  of  a  man  and  woman  promi¬ 
nent  in  the  community  and  able  to  appear  so. 
Everywhere  there  is  the  sense  of  ease,  of  the  abil¬ 
ity  and  the  disposition  to  have  the  external  bene¬ 
fits  which  do  not  make  happiness,  but  go  far  to 
sustain  it.  “Do  not  neglect  your  dinners,”  writes 
Mrs.  Butler  to  her  sister  at  home;  “go  down  with 
the  children  and  get  nice  sweetbreads  or  some 
agreeable  tit-bits  such  as  you  and  the  children  like, 
and  take  some  little  pains  about  it,  for  after  all 
the  daily  comforts  of  life  should  not  be  over¬ 
looked.”  1  They  were  not,  and  in  consequence 
home  was  a  pleasant  place,  and  the  wife  could 
write  securely  to  her  husband  of  her  desire  to  have 
him  return  to  it:  “What  happiness  it  would  be 
to  see  you  coming  up  the  avenue,  even  greater 
that  there  would  be  none  to  greet  you  but  me. 

We  should  not  say  much,  happy  enough  to  sit 
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down  together  and  look  on  one  of  the  loveliest 
views  in  nature,  satisfied  that  this  is  home.”  2 
And  if  home  was  happy  and  comfortable,  it  was 
not  only  money,  but  still  more  her  thought  and 
gift,  that  made  it  so.  It  is  clear  that  she  was  an 
admirable  domestic  manager,  understood  the 
elaborate  art  of  household  economy  in  all  its  de¬ 
velopments,  and  knew  how  to  make  the  machinery 
run  smoothly,  with  no  evidence  of  machinery  at 
all.  That  this  could  not  be  accomplished  without 
effort  she  understood  well  enough,  if  others  did 
not:  “You  would  be  amazed  to  know  how  closely 
my  time  is  occupied,  and  yet  I  do  nothing.  Other 
people  with  their  calls,  wants,  and  troubles  take 
up  my  time.”  3  But  she  accomplished  it.  It  is  de¬ 
lightful,  when  she  is  absent,  to  see  the  care  and 
forethought  with  which  she  plans  what  is  to  be 
done  at  home,  what  is  to  be  cared  for,  what  may 
not  be  neglected.  With  servants  it  is  manifest  that 
she  has  kindness  and  sympathy.  Her  attitude  is 
human  always:  “With  a  mixture  of  firmness  and 
kindliness  you  may  be  able  to  get  along  with  him 
comfortably.”  4  But  she  proposes  to  have  the  work 
done  and  done  well.  “Now  I  think  of  it,”  she 
writes  to  her  husband,  “tell  Stephen  to  clean 
your  tents  more  thoroughly.  ...  He  needs  scold¬ 
ing.”  5  With  the  intense  domestic  energy  of  the 
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true  New  England  housewife,  she  no  sooner 
gets  into  even  a  temporary  dwelling,  but  she  takes 
steps  to  put  it  in  order;  “I  could  not  help  putting 
this  house  in  order,  new  carpeting  the  entry  and 
stairs,  and  taking  up  the  others  to  have  them 
cleaned.”  0 

In  all  these  things  Mrs.  Butler  is  perfectly  and 
charmingly  a  woman.  She  is  so  likewise  in  her 
social  instinct  and  the  elements  that  go  with  it. 
Without  the  least  trace  of  vanity  or  coquetry,  she 
knew  that  she  had  beauty,  made  suitable  efforts  to 
preserve  it,  and  sighed  for  the  possible  loss  of  it. 
She  quotes  a  friend’s  ecstasy  over  charms  that  have 
vanished  with  youth  and  regrets  them — because  her 
husband  may;  “I  lie  here  so  pale  and  wearied,  so 
unattractive,  that  I  would  fain  present  some  bright 
season  of  life  when  I  was  looked  at  with  pleasure, 
and  loved,  by  those  who  felt  the  inspiration  of  my 
nature.”7  She  liked  dress,  too,  enjoyed  pretty 
things,  and  her  letters  have  just  such  references 
to  them  as  is  normal  and  proper:  “What  became 
of  the  pearls,  *  .  t  ?  I  think  ladies  can  never  hear 
of  such  pretty  baubles  without  a  desire  to  behold 
them,  and  it  is  apt  to  increase  with  indulgence.”  8 

She  employed  all  these  minor  agencies,  in  com¬ 
bination  with  greater  ones,  to  achieve  social  success, 

and  it  is  clear  that  she  did  achieve  it.  Men  and 
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women  liked  her  because  she  understood  them, 
sympathized  with  them,  and  went  out  of  her  way 
to  do  those  little  kindnesses  that  seem  insignificant 
and  yet  go  so  far.  It  is  said  that  both  she  and 
her  daughter  were  immensely  popular  with  the 
common  soldiers,  and  I  can  well  believe  it,  and 
this  went  a  good  way  towards  solidifying  the 
popularity  of  her  husband.  She  was  quite  aware 
of  her  gifts  in  this  direction,  and  meant  to  use  them, 
every  one.  When  important  personages  come  to 
headquarters,  she  entertains  them  luxuriously  and 
flatters  herself  that  she  “did  it  for  once  with  a 
good  deal  of  skill.”  9  At  any  rate,  her  husband  be¬ 
lieved  in  her  social  powers.  He  begs  her  to  con¬ 
ciliate  and  charm  Mrs.  Grant:  “If  you  do  all  that 
your  knowledge  of  the  world,  tact,  and  genius  will 
enable  you  to  do,  then  you  will  do  a  thousand  times 
more  in  captivating  the  woman  than  I  could  pos¬ 
sibly  do  with  the  husband.” 10 

Of  intimate  friends  outside  her  own  family  there 
is  not  much  suggestion  in  these  letters.  Mrs.  Butler 
may  have  had  them ;  during  the  war  period  she  was 
too  busy  to  give  them  much  of  her  life.  But  those 
who  were  closely  connected  with  her  had  claims 
that  were  never  disregarded.  She  was  deeply  at¬ 
tached  to  her  brother  and  sisters,  and  her  devotion 

to  her  dying  sister  is  eminently  pathetic.  She  was 
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sensitive  to  all  suffering  and  misery,  and  grief  over 
the  wounded  in  the  hospitals  depresses  and  unnerves 
her:  “I  called  for  Mrs.  Usher  and  went  over  to 
the  hospital.  I  am  afraid  to  go  alone,  and  when  I 
get  there  I  shrink  from  going  in,  for  fear  they  will 
think  I  go  only  from  curiosity.  Oh,  they  are  a 
sad  sight— crippled,  maimed  for  life,  and  many 
with  death  standing  beside  them,”  11  Energetic,  self- 
sustained,  well-balanced  as  she  was,  all  this  crowd¬ 
ing  burden  of  the  varied  world  sometimes  overcomes 
her,  and  she  cries  out  for  peace — and  love:  “I 
get  so  wearied  and  nervous  with  the  varying  cares 
that  if  there  is  not  absolute  peace  between  you  and 
me,  somewhere ,  to  rest— I  falter  at  once  and  sink 
down  presently,  bruised  and  helpless — till  the  daily 
routine  hurries  me  on  again,  to  care  for  the  many 
that  come.”  12 

Yes,  for  all  the  happy  background,  in  that  tre¬ 
mendous  crisis  of  national  and  personal  struggle, 
there  could  not  but  be  many  weary  and  discouraged 
hours,  hours  when  it  seemed  as  if  the  nerves  and 
muscles  would  positively  and  finally  refuse  to  do 
their  duty.  “I  am  in  that  state  of  nervous  irritation 
that  I  cannot  endure  to  think  on  one  thing  for  five 
minutes.”  13  And  so  fatigue  and  ill-health  have  their 
normal  place  in  the  letters,  as  they  have  in  life. 

He  has  his  times  of  illness,  and  she  is  anxious  about 
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him,  anxious  to  take  care  of  him,  anxious  as  to  how 
he  will  be  taken  care  of.  She  has  her  own  times  of 
illness,  when  for  the  moment  even  she  has  to  give 
up.  But  she  is  at  it  again  quickly,  for  there  is  not 
a  trace  of  the  shirk  about  her ;  on  the  contrary,  she 
is  bound  to  die  fighting,  if  die  she  must:  “In  truth, 
I  could  sink  down,  wearied,  only  that  that  is  a  poor 
resource,  not  fit  for  a  thinking,  earnest  man  or 

14 

woman. 

She  had  her  higher  forms  of  refuge  also,  to  which 
she  could  escape  when  the  daily  strain  and  turmoil 
got  too  much  for  her.  She  had  a  broad,  lucid  intel¬ 
ligence,  and  liked  to  use  it  at  all  times.  Beauty  ap¬ 
pealed  to  her  and  consoled  her,  not  so  much,  per¬ 
haps,  beauty  of  painting  or  music — at  least  she 
makes  little  reference  to  these — but  beauty  of  litera¬ 
ture  and  the  splendor  of  the  great  poets.  Also,  she 
is  exquisitely  alive  to  the  charm  of  nature  and  has 
really  magical  words  for  rendering  it.  Storms  thrill 
her  and  enchant  her,  and  she  watches  the  movement 
of  the  swallows  or  the  martins  through  them  and 
before  them,  delightedly.15  Then  a  calm  night  sets 
her  dreaming,  and  all  she  asks  is  love  to  share  it: 
“Such  a  flood  of  light  and  beauty  you  never  gazed 
on.  The  moon  is  full — the  wind  cool  and  fragrant, 
waving  the  long,  pendent  willows  that  float  like  a 

woman’s  hair  on  the  sighing  breeze.  The  long  dark 
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shadows  sweep  over  the  lawn  and  roads.  It  is  not 
calm  and  still.  The  deep  sighs  and  whispering 
among  the  trees  make  it  a  night  of  strange,  mys¬ 
terious  beauty.  The  air  is  alive  with  spirits,  agitated 
with  sudden  news ;  they  float  tremulously  in  and  out 
among  the  trees  like  phantoms  as  they  are.  I  feel, 
in  gazing,  as  though  I  belonged  to  them,  and  could 
easily  pass  the  space  and  put  my  hands  upon  your 
shoulders  and  look  you  in  the  face.  I  wonder  if 
you  would  start  back  from  me,  or  naturally  fold 
me  in  your  arms.  I  shall  find  out  by  my  dreams 
to-night.”  16 

Then  there  was  God,  an  even  surer  refuge  for 
spent  nerves  and  weary  spirits.  But  God  is  not 
especially  prominent  in  these  letters  of  Mrs.  Butler. 
She  may  have  been  settled  on  the  fundamentals, 
but  she  hardly  retained  the  childish  simplicity  of 
faith,  much  more  than  her  husband  retained  it. 
With  his  glib  tongue  and  facile  memory,  he  was 
always  citing  Scripture  for  his  purposes,  too  often 
with  the  unfortunate  lack  of  taste  which  so  fatally 
characterized  him.  But  it  is  doubtful  if  the  impres¬ 
sions  went  very  deep.  His  wife  feels  his  skepticism 
and  tries  to  stir  him  out  of  it:  “For  you  will  yet 
believe,  time  will  bring  faith,  that  the  love  that  has 
absorbed  the  highest  and  noblest  emotions  of  our 

nature  is  yet  a  spark  from  heaven  that  will  glow 
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with  finer  glory  when  it  has  passed  the  ordeal  of 
earth.”  17  When  she  is  considering  joining  the 
church,  he  puts  no  difficulties  in  her  way,  but 
frankly  confesses  that  he  cannot  share  her  faith: 
“If  I  could  believe,  I  would  become  a  member  of 
the  church,  but,  alas!  I  haven’t  faith.  You  may 
have.”  18  But  when  it  comes  to  the  point  of  decision, 
she  doubts  and  hesitates.  In  an  admirable  passage 
of  thoughtful  debate,  she  examines  her  attitude.  “I 
have  always  been  more  a  believer  than  a  skeptic. 
Christ  is  the  only  perfect  model  I  have  ever  read  of. 
.  .  .  Man  as  we  find  him  now  is  no  such  being. 
.  .  .  No  one  can  live  a  day  without  some  unworthy 
thought,  some  act  or  speech  that  they  would  be 
unwilling  to  trace,  or  have  traced  to  its  true  cause. 
So  that  if  the  conscience  is  ever  honest  with  itself, 
repentance  must  follow,  and  remission  of  sins  can 
be  given  only  by  some  being  possessing  those  attri¬ 
butes  that  we  ascribe  to  Christ.”  19  Yet  still,  still 
she  is  not  ready  for  the  complete  surrender:  “I 
have  a  great  dread  of  doing  anything  hypocritical, 
and  many  things  that  I  am  not  now  aware  of  might 
come  up  to  make  me  feel  that  I  was  out  of  place.”  20 
The  harmony  between  husband  and  wife  was 
even  less  disturbed  in  earthly  relations  than  in 
heavenly.  They  both  were  devoted  to  their  children 
and  took  great  comfort  and  satisfaction  in  them, 
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and  the  children  did  them  credit.  The  daughter, 
Blanche,  inherited  her  mother’s  beauty  and  much 
of  her  mother’s  varied  attraction  and  charm.  Mrs. 
Butler’s  letters  are  full  of  references  to  the  chil¬ 
dren’s  welfare.  She  is  solicitous  about  their  health, 
their  education,  their  clothing,  and  their  future.  As 
she  reads  that  of  her  daughter  from  her  own,  she 
feels  a  mixture  of  foreboding  and  hope:  “She  will 
see  things  more  charming,  rich,  and  clothed  with  a 
dreamy  beauty,  sometimes  in  her  life,  and  she  will 
be  more  worried,  troubled,  and  shaken  with  grief 
at  others.  So  the  balance  will  be  about  even.  But 
if  I  were  to  choose  for  her,  I  would  have  her  jolly 
and  selfish.”  21  At  all  times  she  feels  a  deep  sym¬ 
pathy  with  them,  interprets  their  joys  and  sor¬ 
rows  from  her  own  memories:  “Children  cannot 
express,  but  they  feel  as  keenly  as  grown  people.”  22 
Yet  dear  and  close  to  her  as  the  children  are,  they 
are  forgotten  in  a  profounder,  tenderer  attachment, 
and  when  she  is  parting  from  her  husband  even 
the  thought  of  home  cannot  console  her:  “You  will 
not  be  surprised  at  this  deep  sadness  which  held 
me  even  up  to  our  own  gate,  without  one  throb  of 
pleasant  expectation  at  sight  of  home  and  all  it 
contains  until  I  heard  the  sound  of  the  children’s 

voices  playing  in  the  evergreens.”  23 
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II 

For  under  the  varied  current  of  normal,  daily 
life,  the  one  thing  that  counts  in  her  existence  is 
the  love  for  Benjamin  F.  Butler,  and  the  longing 
to  have  him  love  her  in  return.  This  love,  and  the 
singular  gift  of  subtle  self -analysis  with  which  she 
depicts  it,  make  her  correspondence  a  high-wrought 
romance,  tortured  at  moments  into  tragedy,  and 
perfectly  absorbing  to  watch  in  its  nature  and  de¬ 
velopment.  She  was  a  self-analyst  in  everything. 
Note  the  skill  with  which  she  lightly  touches  what 
she  considers  to  be  one  of  her  characteristic  defects : 
“I  shall  not  be  able  to  think  of  anything  further 
I  may  wish  to  say  till  after  the  mail  has  gone.  As 
you  know,  I  am  always  obliged  to  call  back  the 
servants  after  they  have  got  to  the  foot  of  the 
stairs.”  24  But  all  the  depth  of  penetration  in  the 
analytical  instrument  is  chiefly  applied  to  the  dis¬ 
section  of  these  intensest  of  human  relations,  which 
she  cannot  understand,  because  nobody  does,  but 
which  tantalize  her,  and  perplex  her,  and  fascinate 
her,  in  the  ever-renewed  effort  to  unravel  them. 
The  delicacy  of  this  analysis  will  appear  in  nearly 
all  the  passages  that  I  quote,  but  it  cannot  be  better 
summed  up  than  in  the  sentences  in  which  she  ex¬ 
plains  and  defends  the  candor  and  directness  of  her 
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letters:  “I  must  express  myself,  and  the  varying 
feelings,  and  contending  passions  that  beset  me,  and 
the  look  of  men  and  of  nature  as  seen  through  my 
eyes,  or  my  letters  will  be  so  meager  and  thread¬ 
bare  you  will  not  care  to  read  them.  It  will  not  be 
me  that  writes,  but  a  thing  I  am  trying  to  fashion 
to  suit  you,  which  would  soon  become  a  nonentity, 
made  up  of  platitudes.  I  will  express  the  evil  and 
the  good  that  is  in  me,  life  as  it  looks  to  me,  let  my 
own  individuality  have  fair  expression  (it  will,  no 
matter  how  close  I  hedge) ,  and  if  I  hurt  sometimes, 
I  may  be  able  to  atone  at  others.”  25 

It  is  evident  that,  with  such  an  analytical  tem¬ 
perament,  happiness,  at  least  in  this  mingled  world, 
is  hardly  possible.  Nerves  so  constituted  are  ex¬ 
quisitely  sensitive  to  joy,  but  they  are  too  well 
aware  that  joy’s  hand  is  ever  at  his  lips  bidding 
farewell.  Not  that  Mrs.  Butler  was  a  habitual  and 
obvious  pessimist.  Far  from  it.  Her  husband  as¬ 
serts,  “I  never  supposed  you  were  a  person  who 
made  a  luxury  of  woe.”  26  She  was  not.  Nor  did 
she  generally  complain  or  impose  any  unhappiness 
she  had  upon  others:  “No  calamity  will  ever  force 
me  to  make  much  outcry,  I  only  know  by  the 
relief  I  feel  how  much  I  have  been  disturbed.”  27 
But  the  larger  sense  of  human  misery  was  never 

far  off,  and  it  takes  little  to  make  it  well  up  in  words 
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of  strange,  compelling  beauty,  sometimes  merely 
pathetic  and  appealing,  sometimes  with  a  note  of 
proud  rebellion,  almost  of  despair:  “Oh,  dear,  I 
shall  die,  with  catching  at  straws.  I  could  laugh 
out  like  a  maniac,  but  I  won’t.  I  have  a  great  mind 
to  pack  one  trunk  and  go  into  Asia  all  by  myself. 
In  that  way,  I  might  manage  to  stay  in  the  world 
by  going  out  of  it.  Now,  I  am  not  good  to-night, 
nor  resigned  to  what  is  placed  before  me,  but  I  am 
beset  with  an  ugly  feeling  of  humorous  and  fiendish 
mockery  at  the  way  things  look.  No  doubt  some 
evil  thing  is  tampering  with  us.  I  will  say  my 
prayers,  put  out  the  light,  and  creep  into  bed  beside 
of  Blanche.”  28 

These  moods  of  restless  distress  were  naturally 
fostered  and  augmented  by  her  husband’s  necessary 
absence  on  his  military  duties.  Sometimes  she  is 
able  to  be  in  the  South  with  him.  But  again  he  is 
far,  far  away,  and  for  all  her  cares  and  all  her 
intensely  active  occupations,  she  has  too  many  min¬ 
utes  and  hours  when  she  dwells  upon  the  remoteness 
and  the  solitude  and  the  hopeless,  unforgetable 
void.  Though  it  is  right  and  best  for  her  not  to  be 
with  him  for  the  time,  she  cannot  reconcile  herself 
to  it,  longs  unspeakably  to  tell  him  all  she  feels, 
almost  determines  that  they  shall  never  be  parted 

again:  “If  that  good  time  ever  comes  for  us  to  meet, 
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we  will  return  together,  or  stay  away  together.  I 
will  not  come  back  alone.  I  am  ready  'to  tread  the 
weary  path’  with  you,  wherever  it  leads,  and  can 
find  no  pleasure  in  any  other.  ...  I  shall  improve, 
believe  me.  The  sad  complaining  that  annoys  will 

y  y  O  Q 

wear  away. 

Above  all,  she  not  only  wants  to  be  with  him,  she 
wants  him  to  want  her  with  him,  and  the  reiterated 
expression  of  this  haunting  lover’s  doubt  and  desire 
is  strangely  poignant  in  its  intensity.  Sometimes 
it  appears  in  just  a  touch,  part  playful,  part  tender, 
part  reproaching:  "Well,  dearest,  would  you  like 
to  see  me?  'Yes,  very  well,  if  you  did  not  weary 
me  with  asking  the  question!’  Good  night,  good 
night.” 30  Sometimes  it  develops  in  longer  com¬ 
plaint,  even  with  a  suggestion  of  bitterness:  "You 
may  not  be  aware  how  much  the  tone  of  your  letters 
has  changed.  In  every  letter  I  have  asked,  begged, 
to  know  if  you  wished  me  to  come,  and  when.  After 
telling  me  three  times  not  to  come,  the  only  permis¬ 
sion  I  have  received  is  this:  ‘If  you  can  appear  so 
and  so  I  shall  be  glad  to  see  you.’  I  shall  be  as  God 
wills,  and  circumstances  compel,  subject  to  the  same 
feelings  as  other  people.  But  these  are  not  reasons 
for  or  against  seeing  me,  whether  I  am  more  or 
less  merry.  Be  willing  to  make  some  effort  on  your 

own  part  to  lift  the  weight  that  oppresses  me,  and 
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see  if  I  do  not  appreciate  it.  If  life  looks  more  in¬ 
viting  in  that  fair  clime  without  me,  say  so;  your 
letters  have  hurt  me,  I  cannot  bear  it,  nor  the  man¬ 
ner  in  which  you  have  asked  me  to  come.”  31 

And  immediately  one  wonders,  how  did  the  hus¬ 
band  take  all  this,  what  was  his  attitude  in  the 
matter?  It  is  suggested  clearly  enough  in  the  sen¬ 
tences  that  gave  rise  to  the  above  complaint:  “Seri¬ 
ously,  lovingly,  with  every  kind  thought,  hope,  and 
wish,  I  would  be  very  happy;  very,  very  pleased; 
very,  very  content ;  very,  very  much  solaced  to  have 
you  come  if  you  are  only  happy,  contented,  pleased, 
solaced.  I  cannot  endure  to  see  you  unhappy,  that 
operates  on  me,  and  from  its  effect  I  make  you 
more  and  more  unhappy.”  32  In  short,  it  is  the  old, 
old  story.  He  loves  her  with  his  whole  heart,  her 
love  is  an  essential  part  of  his  life,  perhaps  the 
most  essential  part.  But  he  is  secure  of  it,  and  he 
is  immensely  busy  with  other  interesting  affairs. 
He  really  cannot  be  quite  so  preoccupied  with  senti¬ 
ment,  nor  understand  why  she  is.  Again  and  again 
lie  expresses  the  tenderest,  most  obviously  genuine 
feeling,  not  always  with  such  words  as  hers,  some¬ 
times  with  his  fatal  lack  of  taste,  but  at  other  times 
very  charmingly:  “I  have  no  thoughts  of  vexation 
at  anything  you  write.  If  we  live  to  meet  again 

there  will  be  no  thought  between  us  but  of  happi- 
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ness.  I  know  and  feel  it.  You  have  been  in  error 
in  not  showing  your  love.  I  have  erred  in  not  seeing 
it.  ...  Be  happy,  dearest.  Kiss  the  pillow  for 
me,  and  believe  the  kiss  that  goes  with  this/’ 33 
When  she  is  fretful  and  disturbed,  he  tries  to 
laugh  her  out  of  it.  Really,  they  have  loved  each 
other  devotedly  for  twenty  years,  they  are  grown, 
middle-aged  man  and  woman,  above  all  they  are  in 
the  thick  of  the  world’s  great  affairs,  and  is  it  not 
just  a  little  trivial  to  let  oneself  be  so  tormented 
with  the  strange,  subtle  fancies  of  the  heart?  “What 
a  pettish,  mocking,  sarcastic  little  thing  it  is?  Rail¬ 
ing  at  all  the  world,  abusing  the  doctors,  flying 
about,  jumping  out  of  its  skin,  and  then  boasting 
how  ‘calm  and  smooth’  it  is  going  to  be.  How  it 
would  like  to  have  me  by  to  torment  me  good  every 
way.”  34  Or,  he  takes  things  more  seriously,  begs 
that  his  already  enormous  cares  should  not  be  aug¬ 
mented  by  her  who  ought  to  relieve  them:  “Was 
ever  a  good,  kind  loving  wife  so  afflicted  with  her 
own  sad  fancies?  And  your  letter  fell  upon  me  like 
a  stone.”  35  Or,  in  a  sadder,  quieter  mood,  he  feels 
that  she  has  misunderstood  him  in  her  querulous 
criticism,  but  feels  also  the  tender,  moving  charm 
of  even  her  misunderstanding :  “You  make  a  part 
of  the  voyage  of  life  on  to  its  port  of  destination, 

that  deviation  which  was  and  is  but  a  stupid  and 
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foolish  blunder  of  the  helmsman.  You  set  down  as 
a  part  of  the  original  purpose  and  chart  of  the 
voyage  acts  which  were  only  intended  and  done  to 
correct  the  blunder  of  the  steersman.  But  sadly, 
beautifully  have  you  wrought  it  out,  and  admira¬ 
tion,  love,  sadness,  pity,  sympathy,  and  yearning 
tenderness,  mingled  with  whirling  celerity  as  I  read. 
Ah  me!  That  my  faults  should  return  to  me  with 
such  vivid  painting  by  such  a  hand.”  80 

And  is  it  not  a  study  of  strange  fascination  to 
see  two  persons,  who  were  playing  such  a  great  and 
open  part  in  the  world,  tearing  away  at  each  other’s 
hearts,  as  if  they  were  Antony  and  Cleopatra,  and 
the  world  were  indeed  well  lost  for  love?  And  she 
perfectly  appreciates  the  strangeness,  and  admits  it, 
and  regrets  it.  She  has  been  foolish,  she  has  been 
mistaken,  she  will  do  differently.  “How  variable, 
how  strange,  you  must  think  me!  Yet  I  am  not 
so.  Only  foolish  that  I  cannot  always  forget  myself. 
I  know  that  what  I  should  do  is  to  cheer,  and 
encourage.  But  if  I  could  always  do  it,  it  would  be 
so  like  a  machine.  It  may  be  you  would  prefer 
to  take  me  as  I  am.  Fitful,  wayward  sometimes, 
but  a  very  loving  wife.  ...  You  have  doubted  this. 
You  never  need  to  doubt  it  more.  Pride,  that  I  once 
thought  a  ruling  element,  is  subject  and  overborne 
by  tenderness,  sympathy,  and  other  gentler  feel- 
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ings.  Perhaps  the  first  has  passed  away,  and  the 
others  have  grown  stronger.  Whatever  it  may  be, 
I  feel  very  tenderly  toward  you,  and  do  not  like 
to  see  you  troubled.”  37 

Yet  she  troubles  him  again,  again  intrudes  the 
old,  teasing,  torturing  doubts  and  wishes,  till  he 
actually  rebels  and  speaks  with  a  harshness  that  he 
does  not  mean  any  more  than  she  means  her  com¬ 
plaint:  “I  knew  too  well  the  result,  foresaw  it,  and 
was  fool  enough  to  be  persuaded  into  changing  what 
was  a  lifetime  conviction  upon  some  supposed  idiocy 
that  you  were  not  like  other  women.  Now  you  have 
a  right  to  write  me  such  admonitions,  but  you  had 
better  not.”  38  And  thus  the  old  endless  battle  of 
the  heart’s  unfulfilled  desire  is  fought  and  will  be, 
so  long  as  the  world  endures.  Only  this  woman 
portrays  the  battle  with  a  singular  clarity  and 
force. 

And  it  cannot  be  said  that  her  distrust  or  distress 
ever  go  so  far  as  actual  jealousy,  at  least  in  her 
letters  as  printed  for  us.  I  have  no  reason  to  sup¬ 
pose  that  she  had  cause  for  such  a  feeling.  Indeed, 
I  am  assured  by  an  intimate  friend  of  Mrs.  Butler’s, 
so  far  as  such  assurance  goes,  that  she  never  had 
cause.  On  one  occasion  Butler  attempts  one  of  his 
peculiarly  infelicitous  jokes:  “I  must  lose  my 

housekeeper.  ...  I  shall  have  to  get  another. 
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What  say  you  to  a  young,  dashing,  black-eyed  bru¬ 
nette,  with  a  strong  tongue  and  a  sharp  nose,  that 
will  make  us  all  stand  around?”  39  And  the  sugges¬ 
tion  is  taken  up  in  a  manner  that  shows  the  far-off 
sensitiveness  of  that  clinging  affection:  “I  see  you 
have  not  received  my  letters,  or  this  matter  of  house¬ 
keepers  would  not  be  presented  either  for  blonds  or 
brunettes.  But  let  that  pass.  Gilman  can  look  that 
the  negroes  do  not  destroy,  there  should  be  no  other 
servants  in  your  house.  I  speak  now  for  your  own 
honor,  what  might  be  supposed  to  affect  me  is  of 
little  moment.  None  can  make  me  less  than  I  hold 
myself,  as  expecting  consideration,  if  I  deserve 
more  it  will  be  estimated  hereafter.”  40  Again  the 
anticipated  presence  of  a  young  and  pretty  woman 
causes  a  not  unnatural  twinge:  “Mrs.  Parton,  too, 
will  have  made  the  days  lively  while  she  is  present. 
But  with  all  the  pleasure  that  she  or  others  have  the 
charm  to  give,  you  must  yet  ‘remember  to  keep 
promises,  love.’  ” 41 

But  such  unhappiness  as  there  is  goes  far  deeper 
than  any  temporary  jealousy,  strikes  right  down 
to  the  fundamental  incompatibilities  and  impossi¬ 
bilities  of  separated  human  hearts.  Always  there 
is  that  longing  for  perfect  union  and  identity. 
Always  there  is  the  hopelessness  of  achieving  it. 

Sometimes  this  is  suggested  in  a  brief,  impersonal, 
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general  touch:  “Ah  me!  there  is  such  a  wide  differ¬ 
ence  between  man’s  thought  and  woman’s.” 42 
Sometimes  it  takes  the  form  of  a  querulous  petu¬ 
lance,  hardly  intended  or  perhaps  even  realized: 
“I  verily  believe  my  letters  would  be  more  welcome 
to  any  man  on  your  staff  than  they  are  to  you, 
and  that  is  saying  but  little.”  43  Sometimes  there  is 
just  the  vast  sense  of  fatigue  and  pettiness,  the 
vague  desire  to  be  caressed  and  cherished  and 
taken  care  of:  “Oh,  dearest,  I  feel  just  as  Benny 
does,  when  he  creeps  into  my  lap  at  night  and  wants 
me  to  rock  and  sing  to  him.  And  there  is  nobody 
to  rock  or  sing  or  care  anything  about  me.  ...  I 
especially  wish  to-night  that  somebody  loved  me,  a 
little,  I  am  so  tired ;  but  I  hardly  think  there  is  any¬ 
one  can,  it  is  so  much  work.  And  really  it  is  folly 
to  trouble  about  it.”  44  Or  again,  there  is  almost  a 
proud  pleasure  in  superior  sensibility,  a  feeling 
that  there  is  a  distinction  in  the  misery  of  analysis 
itself,  and  that  only  those  natures  feel  the  separa¬ 
tion  and  incompleteness  which  are  really  worthy  to 
be  completed:  “Life  with  people  like  you  and  me 
cannot  roll  on  like  a  long,  calm,  quiet  summer’s 
day.  We  shall  have  the  variety  of  the  seasons, 
storm,  calm,  the  bright  promise  of  spring,  the  sick 
and  melancholy  glories  of  autumn.  All  experiences 
of  life  will  come  to  us  because  we  are  capable  of 
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them  all,  we  shall  sound  every  string  from  the  low¬ 
est  note  to  the  top  of  our  compass.  May  we 
learn  to  touch  those  strings  gently  that  produce 
discord.” 45 


in 

But  everywhere  and  at  all  times,  through  all  the 
analysis  and  all  the  suffering,  the  passion  for  iden¬ 
tity  is  there,  the  desire  to  be  lost  in  love  itself,  if 
not  in  the  object  of  that  love.  The  lover  has  no 
existence,  desires  none,  except  as  she  is  bound  up 
with  the  one  being  to  whom  she  has  relinquished  all 
her  fate.  At  least  this  is  true  for  the  period  cov¬ 
ered  by  the  letters  that  are  given  to  us.  And  the 
intensity  of  self-abandonment  is  made  all  the  clearer 
by  the  slight  glimpses  we  get  of  an  earlier  life,  of 
more  personal  hopes  and  ambitions,  which  prevailed 
before  love  had  conquered  all.  It  is  evident  every¬ 
where  that  ambition,  the  intense  desire  to  realize 
one’s  full  powers  and  do  something  great  in  the 
world,  was  inborn  in  this  energetic  spirit:  “I  see 
no  indication  in  him,  nor  indeed  in  any  that  I  meet, 
of  superior  talent,  no  lofty  aspirations,  no  enthusi¬ 
asm,  no  towering  ambition  that  presses  on  in  defi¬ 
ance  of  obstacles ;  though  the  development  of  these 

gifts  is  sometimes  offensive  in  early  youth  to  older 
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people,  they  are  the  only  incentives  to  noble  actions, 
to  future  excellence.”  46  Romance,  the  wide  sweep 
of  imagination,  ever  devising  larger  hopes  and 
richer  triumphs,  was  so  native  to  her  that  neither 
years  nor  disappointments  nor  sorrows  could 
wholly  wear  it  away:  “I  do  not  live  like  other 
people,  I  am  confident.  I  began  life  entirely  dif¬ 
ferent  from  those  I  knew.  I  am  as  far  apart  from 
them  now  as  then.  ...  In  every  fiber  of  me  is 
woven  a  romance  that  will  die  when  I  am  dead,  and 
not  till  then.  ...  It  is  not  the  school-girl  fever, 
that  must  find  an  object,  make  a  match,  and  then  is 
commonplace  forever.  But  a  love  of  beauty,  of  art, 
even  where  it  is  not  cultivated,  an  instinctive  love 
of  it  in  every  form,  in  books,  painting,  poetry,  and 
music.  .  .  .  There  is  a  deep  and  keen  sensibility 
in  my  nature  that  time  does  not  deaden,  I  think  it 
only  intensifies.”  47 

With  this  passionate  attitude  towards  life,  it  is 
easy  to  conceive  what  it  must  have  meant  to  aban¬ 
don  a  career  upon  the  stage,  though  no  actual  ref¬ 
erence  to  this  struggle  is  printed.  The  echo  of  it 
appears  almost  pathetically  in  the  constant  quota¬ 
tion  of  Shakespeare  with  which  Mrs.  Butler’s  letters 
are  filled.  It  seems  as  if  not  only  the  better-known 
plays,  but  all  of  them,  had  become  part  of  her 

thought  and  life  to  such  an  extent  that  bits  from 
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them  creep  into  her  own  writing  almost  uncon¬ 
sciously.  And  all  this  suggests  that  she  might,  at 
some  time,  have  had  literary  ambitions  also.  Cer¬ 
tainly  the  power  and  beauty  of  her  letters  would 
justify  it,  and  I  am  convinced  that  if  they  could  be 
gathered  in  a  volume  by  themselves,  they  would 
gain  a  permanent  place  in  American  literature. 

But  whatever  hopes  of  this  kind  she  may  have 
cherished,  it  is  obvious  that  they  were  gradually 
lost  and  merged  in  the  larger  career  of  the  bril¬ 
liant,  erratic  personality  to  which  she  had  attached 
herself.  From  1860  on,  or  probably  from  much 
earlier,  Mrs.  Butler’s  ambition  was  her  husband’s 
and  her  husband’s  only.  As  for  the  quality  of  his, 
it  undoubtedly  lacked  the  pure,  clear  flame  of  hers ; 
but  it  was  large  and  sweeping  enough,  some  would 
say,  brutal  enough,  to  absorb,  if  not  to  satisfy, 
anyone.  It  was  not  lacking  in  the  higher  and  finer 
elements,  either.  Unquestionably  there  was  a  sin¬ 
cere  motive  of  patriotism  there,  a  desire  and  an 
aspiration  for  the  noblest  things:  “Whatever  may 
happen,  I  will  leave  a  name  my  children  will  not 
be  ashamed  to  inherit,  and  a  memory  which  will  be 
dear  to  a  loved  and  loving  wife.”  48  But  also,  in 
moments  of  enthusiasm,  the  ambition  knew  no 
limits,  reached  out  for  the  highest  conception  of 

power,  of  course  to  be  used  for  the  highest  good, 
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as  in  the  notable  passage:  “It  is  coming — a  ‘Mili¬ 
tary  Dictator.’  God  grant  the  man  may  be  one  of 
power  and  administrative  capacity.  Let  it  come 
— the  man  has  not  developed  himself  yet — but  he 
will — in  the  field,  too,  before  long.  The  day  of 
small  expedients  and  small  men  is  getting  by. 
Well,  an  empire  is  the  repose  as  it  is  the  ripeness 
of  nations.” 49 

Then,  after  the  moods  of  enthusiasm,  came  the 
moods  of  discouragement.  Merit  was  not  recog¬ 
nized.  Stupid  cabals  blighted  honest  effort.  West 
Point  hung  like  a  cloud  over  real  genius  and  intel¬ 
ligence  and  made  advancement  impossible.  What 
was  the  use,  anyway?  With  age  creeping  on,  wdiat 
was  there  left  in  life  worth  a  man’s  ambition  or  his 
hope?  “It  is  all  a  blank,  and  I  think  not  of  much 
consequence.  There  is  not  much  worth  living  for 
to  a  man  of  forty-five.  We  have  seen  it  all.  How 
tame  is  life  now  in  comparison  with  what  it  was! 
All’s  known.  Why  drag  out  a  few  more  years  to 
reiterate  the  same  routine?  Alas!  for  the  enthu¬ 
siasm  of  youth!”  50 

Yet  right  beside  him  all  the  time  was  this  woman 
who  never  failed  to  stimulate,  to  encourage,  to  sup¬ 
port.  What  does  she  answer  to  this  complaint  of 
insipidity?  “I  look  upon  your  career  as  just  begun. 

Never  think  you  will  not  find  pleasure  in  it.  It  is 
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only  when  hope  is  defeated  for  the  time  being  that 
one  is  indifferent.  It  springs  again  fresh  as  at  first. 
And  every  year  the  great  game  is  played  with  in¬ 
creased  interest  (as  it  will  be  with  you)  till  the 
very  aged  are  more  reluctant  to  quit  than  the  mere 
youth.”  51  What  superb,  unshakable  confidence  she 
has  in  him.  His  intelligence,  his  will,  his  character 
- — who  can  equal  them?  “I  do  not  often  praise  you, 
but  it  is  my  firm  belief  that  there  is  but  one  man 
now  known  to  the  people  who  can  save  this  country 
in  its  present  critical  state  from  utter  loss  and  con¬ 
fusion  irremediable;  and  that  is  yourself.  Not  that 
in  time  of  peace  and  plenty  you  would  be  the  best 
or  only  man;  but  I  have  seen,  nor  heard  of,  no 
man  but  you  with  broad  and  comprehensive  views, 
and  also  a  determined  will  and  grasp  of  power 
(when  within  your  reach)  to  carry  them  into 
effect.”  52  What  a  wife  to  have  beside  you,  with 
her  arms  and  her  heart  about  you! 

And  she  did  not  stop  with  approval.  She  urged, 
excited,  spurred,  to  glorious  deeds  and  great  adven¬ 
tures.  The  stakes  are  high,  immense ;  what  matters 
it,  play  on,  play  all:  “There  is  but  a  step  sometimes 
between  a  crown  and  a  gibbet,  and  in  days  like 
these  one  cannot  tell  to  which  his  labors  will  lead.”  53 
Never  falter,  never  flag!  Fail?  Screw  your  cour¬ 
age  to  the  sticking-place,  and  you’ll  not  fail.  “You 
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have  many  times  wrung  triumph  from  the  very 
clutch  of  despair,  and  will  do  it  again  and  again, 
in  despite  of  them  all.  Never  yield  an  inch,  or  droop 
an  hour,  disheartened.  It  is  the  great  game  of  life 
you  are  playing.  And  it  goeth  faster  than  a 
weaver’s  shuttle.  Your  brain  spins  swifter  than 
other  men,  and  you  must  weave  while  you  spin”  54 
And  then  she  blends  a  dozen  feelings  and  motives 
together — love,  ambition,  fidelity,  Shakespearean 
reminiscence— and  seasons  it  all  with  that  sweet, 
subtle,  tender  marital  playfulness  which  is  both  a 
cement  of  solidarity  and  a  sad  seal  of  separation: 
“So,  so,  I  must  not  expect  you  here.  You  are  so 
enamored  with  your  trade,  a  day  cannot  be  lost 
from  it.  You  might  exclaim  with  Antony,  'Oh, 
love,  that  you  knew  the  royal  occupation,  then 
should  you  see  a  workman  in  it.’  I  shall  not  help 
to  buckle  on  your  armor,  but  I  have  mended  your 
drawers  and  will  return  them  to  you  when  they  are 
nicely  pressed.”  55 

And  she  not  only  stimulates  generally,  she  un¬ 
derstands  and  follows  all  the  details  of  his  thought 
and  effort,  and  her  advice  and  influence  are  evi¬ 
dent  at  all  stages  of  his  career.  Butler  himself 
recognizes  this  amply:  “Thus  I  had  an  advantage 
over  most  of  my  brother  commanding  generals  in 

the  department  and  in  the  field,  in  having  an  ad- 

226 


MRS.  BENJAMIN  F.  BUTLER 

viser  faithful  and  true,  clear-headed,  conscientious, 
and  conservative,  whose  conclusions  could  always 
be  trusted.  .  .  .  All  that  she  agreed  to  was  right 
and  for  the  best  and  if  there  is  anything  in  my  ad¬ 
ministration  of  affairs  that  may  be  questioned,  it 
is  that  in  which  I  followed  the  bent  of  my  own 
opinions.”  56 

Politics?  There  was  not  a  quiver  of  his  political 
aspiration  which  she  did  not  understand  and  sym¬ 
pathize  with.  When  she  is  at  home  in  Lowell,  she 
studies  the  situation  carefully  and  analyzes  its 
broader  aspects  in  a  way  which  she  thinks  impos¬ 
sible  for  him  when  engaged  in  actual  combat.  She 
implores  him  to  cultivate  some  influences  and  to 
avoid  others.  Seward,  much  should  be  made  of 
Seward.  And  she  never  ceases  to  deplore  that  she 
could  not  have  had  the  opportunity  of  dealing  with 
Seward  herself.57  Grant,  Lincoln,  all  of  them  must 
be  handled  with  care  and  tact.  So  must  the  people 
at  large,  and  if  they  are,  surely  in  the  end  they  must 
come  to  appreciate  the  absolute  necessity  of  falling 
back  upon  her  idol  for  salvation.  “Kimball  I  think 
is  a  Lincoln  man.  Now,  can  you  tell  me  why  this 
thing  is  so?  Why  won’t  they  choose  you?  Almost 
the  only  man  who  has  really  accomplished  anything 

in  this  war!  The  only  one  in  the  party  who,  at  the 
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head  of  Government,  can  carry  it  to  a  successful 
issue.’' 58 

But  interested  and  interesting  as  Mrs.  Butler 
is  in  politics,  she  is  even  more  so  in  military  matters. 
The  plumed  troop  and  the  big  wars  are  not  remote 
from  her,  far  from  it.  She  studies  all  her  husband’s 
military  associates  and  has  her  most  distinct  opin¬ 
ion  about  them.  This  one  is  a  help  and  a  resource, 
to  be  relied  on  and  trusted.  That  other  will  fail 
at  a  pinch;  do  not  believe  in  him,  keep  away  from 
him.  Above  all,  she  is  urgent  against  unnecessary 
friction.  She  knows  well  his  forthright,  violent 
ways,  and  what  a  danger  they  involve:  “You  must 
not  have  further  trouble  with  the  army  officers,— 
if  the  provocation  is  ever  so  bitter,  if  it  is  possible 
to  avoid  it.  They  can  strike  the  heaviest,  for  they 
strike  in  a  body.”  59  She  follows  actual  movements 
in  the  field  with  passionate  solicitude,  and  drives 
home  her  injunctions  with  sledge-hammer  vigor: 
“ Think,  while  you  have  the  time,  note  everything 
great  and  small,  trace  back  every  step  of  this  cam¬ 
paign,  see  if  there  has  been  a  blunder  made,  and 
what  is  likely  to  be  Grant’s  movement  from  this 
time  out,  and  where  you  would  be  able  to  strike  the 
best  blow  if  they  send  you  more  troops.”  60 

Oh,  that  she  were  a  man.  Not  that  she  is  really 

unwomanly,  unfeminine,  or  gives  that  impression; 
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she  does  not.  She  is  keenly  susceptible  of  fear,  and 
admits  it,  fear  on  occasion  for  herself,  much  more 
the  wife’s  and  lover’s  fear  for  him.  Repeatedly  she 
begs  him  not  to  expose  himself  foolishly  or  unneces¬ 
sarily.  But  when  the  tense  strain  comes,  when  her 
eager  fancy  is  kindled  by  ambition  and  love,  then 
all  the  woman  is  melted  out  of  her  and  she  is  ready 
for  any  high  emprise:  “The  death  of  General  Wil¬ 
liams  has  nerved  me  like  steel.  Would  I  were  a 
man.  I  am  stronger  in  the  hour  of  danger,  for 
then  I  forget  myself  and  woman’s  cares,  and  feel 
all  the  high  enthusiasm  that  leads  to  deeds  of  fame, 
and  for  this  reason  it  is  better  that  I  should  be 
with  you.  I  could  never  pull  you  back  from  what  I 
thought  it  your  duty  to  do,  but  should  urge  you 
forward,  and  help,  with  all  the  wit  I  have.”  61  The 
concrete  instance  of  this  splendid  urgency  that 
touches  me  most  is  Butler’s  own  account  of  his 
wife’s  conduct  when  the  troop-ship  which  he  com¬ 
manded  was  stranded  and  in  imminent  danger  off 
Cape  Hatteras.  Mrs.  Butler  tells  the  story  vividly, 
but  makes  little  of  her  part  in  it.  Her  husband  de¬ 
picts  his  discouragement  and  almost  despair.  With 
no  subordinates  on  whom  he  could  rely,  with  slight 
marine  experience  of  his  own,  he  was  almost  ready 
to  give  up  hope  and  even  control.  “As  I  sat  with 

my  hand  covering  my  face,  I  felt  a  light  touch  on 
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my  shoulder.  I  looked  up  and  Mrs.  Butler  was 
standing  beside  me.  ‘Cheer  up,’  she  was  saying;  ‘do 
the  best  you  can,  resume  your  command,  and  per¬ 
haps  all  will  be  well.’  ”  62  All  was  well,  and  the 
woman’s  quiet  words  carried  him  through  that  crisis, 
as  they  carried  him  through  so  much  of  life. 

Not  that  at  all  times  she  was  not  keenly  aware 
of  his  weaknesses  and  deficiencies.  These  wives, 
with  their  terrible  vision,  always  are  aware.  Some¬ 
times  she  cautions,  sometimes  she  chides,  sometimes 
she  mocks  gently:  “So,  so,  ‘sufferance  is  the  badge 
of  all  your  tribe,’  is  it?  You  make  me  smile.  It  is 
the  one  quality  you  most  heartily  abjure, — patience 
and  sufferance  will  never  be  guests  of  yours.  If 
pressed  in  they  will  get  cheap  entertainment  and 
speedily  be  shown  the  door.”  63  But  let  anyone 
else  criticize,  and  how  quickly  she  leaps  to  his  de¬ 
fense.  His  enemies  get  no  consideration,  no  com¬ 
fort,  no  support  from  her.  They  are  animated  by 
prejudice  and  mean  envy,  and  in  the  end  the  sure 
old  arbiter,  time,  will  bring  their  devices  to  naught. 

It  is  perhaps  here  that  we  should  observe  just 
the  slightest  trace  in  her  of  that  lack  of  a  higher, 
finer  delicacy  which  is  so  deplorably  obvious  in 
him.  Not  that  we  are  to  infer  it  in  her  because  she 
loved  him;  alas!  we  see  the  love  of  higher,  finer 

natures  just  so  erring  every  day.  But  at  times  she 
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has  a  touch  of  his  acerbity  which  I  regret.  Also,  I 
could  wish  that  she  had  stood  out  resolutely  against 
the  gifts  which  he  was  constantly  sending  from  the 
South  to  her  and  to  others.  Of  one  such  case  she 
writes:  “Mr.  Butler  has  sent  his  mother  a  service  of 
silver,  four  pieces,  he  bought  it  by  weight.  There 
has  been  so  much  talk,  I  would  not  say  much  about 
it  if  I  were  her,  for  envy  makes  people  bitter.  .  .  . 
There  is  nothing  to  conceal,  but  envious  minds  will 
not  believe  so.”  64  There  may  have  been  nothing 
to  conceal,  but  at  least  such  purchases  were  wrung 
from  the  cruel  necessity  of  war,  and  it  was  far 
better  to  eschew  them  altogether,  as  Sherman  did. 

Yet  these  minor  matters  must  not  for  a  moment 
be  understood  to  imply  any  essential  flaw  in  the 
nobleness  of  the  woman’s  spirit.  She  aimed  high 
always,  looked  high,  loved  high,  in  a  lofty  fashion 
and  for  lofty  purposes.  However  her  beloved  might 
strive  highly,  she  wished  him  to  strive  holily.  Just 
how  much  she  knew  about  the  complicated  busi¬ 
ness  transactions  that  went  on  under  Butler’s  ad¬ 
ministration  we  cannot  tell,  because  we  know  too 
little  about  them  ourselves.  But  we  do  know  that 
wherever  he  went,  he  wras  followed  by  a  train  of 
financial  adventurers,  always  ready  to  make  com¬ 
mercial  advantage  out  of  the  necessities  of  friend 

and  enemy  alike,  and  that  this  train  brought  upon 
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his  reputation  a  cloud  of  discredit  such  as  affects 
no  other  commander  of  equal  rank,  either  North 
or  South.  And  at  least  it  is  evident  that  the  wife 
knew  enough  about  it  all  to  feel  the  intense  danger 
and  scandal  of  it,  to  understand  that  he  was  wan¬ 
tonly  and  foolishly  imperiling  his  happiness  and 
hers,  and  all  the  larger,  saner  ambition  which  she 
so  deeply  cherished  for  him. 

With  what  profound,  keen  insight  does  she  ana¬ 
lyze,  even  at  an  early  stage,  the  weakness  which 
held  so  much  possibility  of  evil:  “Beside  the  fond 
devotion  of  a  wife,  there  is  still  the  same  responsi¬ 
bility  felt  by  me  for  whatever  you  may  do,  as  there 
was  years  ago  when  you  laid  your  head  on  my  lap, 
and  prayed  me  to  look  kindly  and  lovingly  into 
your  face.  I  saw  then  what  I  have  since  seen  in 
Paul,  but  not  in  the  other  children,  peculiarities 
easily  wrought  upon,  and  dangerous  from  their 
very  simplicity.  .  .  .  Yes,  and  that  readiness  to 
believe  in  the  “fair  outward  seeming ”  is  but  an  indi¬ 
cation  of  your  faith  in  deeper,  higher,  and  holier 
objects,  though  these  you  may  often  turn  away 
from  and  seem  to  disregard.  Guard  against  this 
last,  oh,  dear  love,  guard  against  it.  Try  not  ever 
with  sophistries  to  obscure  to  your  own  mind  the 
clear  dividing  lines  of  right  and  wrong.”  65  How 

tersely  and  how  ardently  does  she  caution  him 
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against  the  tendencies  that  beset  him:  “No  man 
that  I  brought  into  the  Department,  were  I  you, 
should  be  allowed  to  do  things  that  I  did  not  fully 
understand.”  60  Again,  “Keep  the  men  whom  you 
know  to  be  honorable,  capable  business  men,  who 
are  decent  in  their  morals  and  conduct,  and  root 
out  the  others  without  mercy.”  67  With  what  a 
cry  of  distress  does  she  deplore  the  influence  of 
those  who,  she  sees  too  clearly,  are  working  ruin 
and  disaster:  “Is  it  not  enough  to  make  one  mad 
that  [after]  two  years  of  agony  which  I  have  borne, 
and  after  I  had  proved  to  him  that  Jackson  was 
the  cause  of  his  failure  at  Fortress  Monroe,  yet 
again  that  he  should  bestow  all  power  and  give 
all  confidence  once  more,  to  have  his  reputation 
assailed,  and  the  power  he  has  and  might  yet  gain, 
slip  from  his  grasp  and  crumble  to  nothing?”  68 
Yet  through  it  all  not  for  one  moment  does  the 
love  falter  or  the  devotion  fail.  She  has  merged 
her  heart  and  her  hope  and  her  life  in  this  love,  and 
neither  heaven  nor  hell  nor  eternity  can  shake  it. 
All  that  she  has  and  is  and  can  be  depends  upon 
the  desperate  effort  for  identity  with  this  other  soul 
which,  as  all  souls  do,  eludes  her  grasp  and  flits 
away  from  her.  For  still,  still,  back  of  the  effort 
for  identity  is  the  everlasting  impossibility  of  it, 

which  makes  the  tragedy  of  marriage,  the  tragedy 
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of  love,  the  tragedy  of  all  our  baffled,  frail, 
tain  human  life.  As  Matthew  Arnold  has 
souls  are  petty  islets,  set  forever  apart 
impassable,  unfathomable  ocean. 

Yes,  in  the  sea  of  life  enisled 
•  •  •  «  •  •  • 

We  mortal  millions  live  alone. 

But  when  the  moon  their  hollows  lights. 
And  they  are  swept  by  balms  of  spring, 
And  in  their  glens  on  starry  nights, 

The  nightingales  divinely  sing, 

•  t  •  9  •  •  • 

Oh,  then  a  longing  like  despair 
Is  to  their  farthest  caverns  sent, 

For  surely  once,  they  feel,  they  were 
Parts  of  a  single  continent. 

•  v  •  •  •  •  • 

A  god,  a  god  their  severance  ruled, 

And  bade  betwixt  their  shores  to  be 
The  unplumbed,  salt,  estranging  sea, 


uncer- 
it,  our 
in  an 
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CHRONOLOGY 

Harriet  Stanwood  Blaine. 

Born,  Augusta,  Maine,  October  12,  1828. 
Married  James  Gillespie  Blaine,  1850. 

Blaine,  Secretary  of  State,  1881. 

Blaine,  nominated  for  the  Presidency,  1884. 
Blaine,  Secretary  of  State,  1889-1892. 

Blaine  died,  January  27,  1893, 

Died,  July  15,  1903. 
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i 

Taking  his  whole  career  together,  James  G. 
Blaine  was  perhaps  the  man  who  came  nearest  to 
the  Presidency  without  getting  it,  and  the  excite¬ 
ment  and  the  struggle,  as  well  as  all  the  variegated 
passion  of  his  long  life,  are  reflected  in  the  heart 
and  in  the  letters  of  Harriet  Stanwood  Blaine. 

Mrs.  Blaine  was  born  at  Augusta,  Maine,  in 
1828,  two  years  before  her  distinguished  husband. 
She  was  educated  in  Augusta  and  in  Ipswich,  Mas¬ 
sachusetts.  She  then  went  to  teach  in  Kentucky, 
and  there  met  Blaine  and  married  him  in  1850. 
From  that  time  on  her  life  was  identified  with  his, 
and  she  entered  passionately  into  all  his  experi¬ 
ences,  as  Speaker  of  the  Maine  House  of  Repre¬ 
sentatives,  of  the  national  House,  as  candidate  for 
the  presidential  nomination  in  1876, 1880,  and  1892, 
for  the  Presidency  in  1884,  and  in  his  different 
terms  of  service  as  Secretary  of  State.  She  pre¬ 
sided  over  various  extensive  establishments,  brought 

up  a  large  family  of  sons  and  daughters,  and  alto- 

237 


WIVES 


gether  led  a  most  varied  and  brilliant  life  till  the 
death  of  her  two  elder  sons  and  a  daughter  shortly 
preceded  that  of  their  father  in  1893.  Her  remain¬ 
ing  years  were  darkened  by  sorrow  and  affliction, 
and  she  died  in  a  pitiful  state  of  mind  and  body. 

Practically  all  of  Mrs.  Blaine’s  married  life  was 
passed  in  intimate  contact  with  the  great  world  and 
with  the  most  wide  and  striking  contrasts  of  hu¬ 
manity.  Her  husband  had  a  vast  acquaintance  and 
the  reflection  of  it  naturally  came  to  her.  She  met 
men  of  business  and  men  of  pleasure,  scholars,  sol¬ 
diers,  artists,  and  hundreds  of  politicians,  and  the 
wives  of  many  of  them.  In  Europe  she  saw  royalty, 
and  met  it  as  serenely  as  she  did  presidents  and 
shoeblacks.  Humanity  was  humanity  to  her;  the 
garb  made  little  difference. 

On  the  whole,  she  liked  and  enjoyed  it.  She  was 
curious  about  the  lives  of  people,  interested  in  their 
fortunes  and  especially  in  their  motives.  She  says 
of  her  son,  “He  writes  me  nice  long  letters,  giving 
me  details  which  I  dearly  love.”  1  So  did  Madam 
de  Sevigne.  In  Europe  she  goes  dutifully  and  in¬ 
dustriously  to  see  sights,  but  remarks  with  a  slight 
yawn  of  boredom,  “There  is  nothing  in  ruins  or 
any  other  dead  or  going  things  comparable  to  the 
interest  of  living  people  and  homes.”  3 

She  had  a  profound  and  persistent  instinct  for 
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observation  and  analysis,  and  was  always  ready 
and  quick  with  shrewd  comment  on  the  doings  and 
sayings  of  the  men  and  women  about  her.  But  it  is 
notable  that,  for  all  their  shrewdness,  her  comments 
are  not  usually  harsh  or  bitter,  but  incline  to  be 
tempered  with  sympathy  and  understanding  and 
the  gift  of  entering  into  others’  lives.  She  had  in¬ 
deed  a  singular  frankness,  a  candor  of  tongue  and 
pen  that  is  sometimes  startling.  Also  she  had  a 
sweet  and  gracious  irony  which  plays  over  all  sorts 
of  subjects  and  experiences,  slight  or  serious,  and 
which  gives  her  letters  an  extraordinary  charm.  She 
has  not  the  imaginative  depth  or  power  of  Sarah 
Butler,  but  she  has  much  more  ease  and  natural 
gra^ce  of  expression  in  all  connections.  I  have  some¬ 
times  wondered  whether  she  had  any  thought  that 
her  letters  would  one  day  be  published.  She 
cites  Mrs.  Carlyle,  whose  correspondence  she 
enjoyed  intensely,  as  evidence  that  “letters  do  sur¬ 
vive  and  that  the  public  reads.”  3  But  if  she  had 
any  such  consciousness,  it  did  not  mar  in  the  slight¬ 
est  the  spontaneous  flow  of  her  comment  on  herself 
and  the  world. 

The  instinct  for  acute  observation  is  with  her  at 
all  times  and  leads  to  subtle  tracing  of  humanity  in 
the  midst  of  great  scenes  and  events.  Take  her  sig¬ 
nificant  hint  of  what  went  on  at  the  White  House 
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in  the  tragic  days  after  Garfield’s  assassination: 
“I  am  afraid  to  trust  things  to  pen  and  ink.  Char¬ 
acter  comes  out  so  surprisingly  at  such  times,  and 
many  of  the  ladies  who  are  around  manage  to  have 
such  a  good  time.” 4  Take  again  her  brief  and  vivid 
portrayal  of  all  sorts  of  people.  It  may  be  the 
furnace -man  at  Augusta.  It  may  be  the  British 
ambassador.  Always  she  depicts  him  as  he  is,  or  as 
he  appears  to  her,  with  unshrinking  veracity.  Some¬ 
times  it  is  a  touch  of  serious  and  profound  emotion, 
as  in  the  description  of  a  friend,  “he  impresses 
you  all  the  time  as  on  the  thither  side  of  life  and 
conscious  of  it.”  5  Sometimes  it  is  a  lighter  and 
more  sarcastic  turn  about  some  one  perfectly  insig¬ 
nificant:  “Mrs.  Wood  .  .  .,  kept  me  waiting  a 
long  time,  and  then  was  full  of  apologies  about 
her  dress;  from  which  I  infer  that  mothers  are  the 
same  in  palace  and  hovel.”  0  Or,  for  a  more  elabo¬ 
rate  study,  take  the  portrait  of  President  Arthur, 
whom,  to  be  sure,  Mrs.  Blaine  had  personal  reasons 
for  not  loving;  but  you  feel  that  you  have  the  man, 
all  the  same:  “I  do  not  think  he  knows  anything. 
He  can  quote  a  verse  of  poetry  or  a  page  from 
Dickens  and  Thackeray,  but  these  are  only  leaves 
springing  from  a  root  out  of  dry  ground.  His 
vital  forces  are  not  fed,  and  very  soon  he  has  given 

out  his  all.  .  f  .  The  last  time  he  was  here,  he  spoke 

240 


MRS.  JAMES  GILLESPIE  BLAINE 

to  me  of  his  chagrin  that  we  had  not  been  invited 
to  the  White  House,  but  time  wears  on,  and  the 
invitation  lingers,  and  I  do  not  think  a  perfectly 
well-bred  President  would  make  such  an  apology. 
He  certainly  commands  his  own  house  and  table.  I 
hear  in  society  only  approving  words.  Can  a  Presi¬ 
dent  be  otherwise  than  fascinating,  pleasant,  intel¬ 
ligent,  and  delightfully  welcome  ?”  7 

It  is  to  be  observed  that  Mrs.  Blaine’s  human 
interest  was  mainly  social,  not  philanthropic.  There 
is  plenty  of  evidence  that  she  was  sensitive  to  indi¬ 
vidual  unhappiness  and  suffering.  Again  and  again 
little  hints  slip  in  of  the  doing  of  kindly  and 
thoughtful  things  and  of  little  sacrifices  made, 
though  any  ostentation  would  have  been  perfectly 
abhorrent  to  her.  Her  passionate  sympathy  with 
the  Garfield  sufferers  is  as  clearly  sincere  as  it  is 
simple  in  statement :  “He  .  .  .  beckoned,  and  when 
I  went  to  him,  pulled  me  down,  kissed  me  again 
and  again,  and  said,  ‘Don’t  leave  me  until  Crete 
comes.’  I  took  my  old  bonnet  off  and  just  stayed. 
I  never  left  him  a  moment.  Whatever  happened 
in  the  room,  I  never  blenched,  and  the  day  will 
never  pass  from  my  memory.”  8  But  she  does  not 
seem  to  have  much  burdened  herself  with  elaborate 

philanthropy,  and  “causes”  and  “reforms”  do  not 
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appear  in  her  pages,  for  which  I  at  least  am 
grateful. 

It  is  of  interest  to  determine  how  far,  in  this 
wide  contact  with  humanity,  Mrs.  Blaine  made  her¬ 
self  acceptable  and  popular  with  people  in  general ; 
but  there  is  some  conflict  of  opinion.  It  is  evident 
that  she  was  not  universally  liked  and  the  reasons 
are  easy  to  understand.  She  was  a  person  of  strong, 
quick  feelings,  readily  hardening  into  prejudice. 
Her  subtle  and  keen  insight  was  swift  to  penetrate 
pretense  and  sham  of  every  kind,  and  her  extraor¬ 
dinarily  frank,  direct  tongue  conveyed  her  judg¬ 
ments  with  remarkable  energy  and  effect.  In  a 
world  so  built  of  conventions  as  that  of  general  soci¬ 
ety,  mere  frankness,  although  without  harshness 
or  bitterness,  is  enough  to  inspire  dread  and  mis¬ 
trust.  Even  the  sympathetic  biographer  speaks  of 
“the  pungency  of  phrase  which  .  .  .  caused  some 
injury  to  her  own  popularity.”  9 

On  the  other  hand,  it  is  clear  that  when  Mrs. 
Blaine  liked  her  company,  she  could  be  extremely 
attractive.  She  had  a  noble  and  dignified  presence, 
was  tall  in  stature  and  stately  in  movement.  She 
had  excellent  taste  in  dress,  and  without  the  slight¬ 
est  tendency  to  display,  took  care  to  see  that  she 
was  always  suitably  appareled.  Her  own  delicate 

mockery  in  this  matter,  as  in  all,  is  delightful.  “I 
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have  collected  and  had  colored  black,  all  the  stray 
feathers  in  the  house;  and  you  ought  to  see  my  hat 
which  they  adorn.  ...  It  is  as  big  as  the  moon 
after  the  eclipse  had  passed  off  the  other  night, 
and  all  around  the  edge  of  this  great  orb,  these 
plumes  arise,  solemnly  rustling  in  the  west  wind 
which  has  now  been  blowing  for  lo,  these  many 
days.  .  .  .  Nothing  could  be  prettier  than  it  looks 
on  Alice  —  of  it  on  myself  modesty  forbids  me 
to  speak.”  10  Her  conversation  was  as  brilliant  and 
sparkling  as  her  letters,  and  those  with  whom  she 
was  really  intimate  must  have  found  her  a  per¬ 
petual  source  of  instruction  and  entertainment.  As 
to  social  tact,  she  probably  had  plenty  of  it  when 
she  cared  to  use  it.  Her  own  opinion  of  her  gifts 
in  this  line  was  perhaps  somewhat  higher  than 
that  of  others.  In  regard  to  an  irksome  invitation 
she  says:  “I  have  peremptory  orders  from  head¬ 
quarters  to  decline,  which  I  have  done  in  honeyed 
accents,  very  different  from  those  in  which  the  lion 
refused  to  be  bored.”  11 

That  the  pressure  of  humanity  should  sometimes 
be  too  much  for  her  was  natural.  When  she  was 
worn  and  tired,  she  felt  that  she  never  wished  to 
enter  a  drawing-room  again,  or  to  have  anybody 

enter  hers.  In  expressing  the  incapacity  of  weary 

243 


WIVES 


nerves  to  meet  the  demands,  she  gets  a  touch  of 
Emily  Dickinson’s  fiery  brevity:  “Altogether,  if  I 
had  felt  strong,  I  would  have  enjoyed  it,  but  it 
seems  to  me  I  am  asked  to  fill  immensity  with  my 
presence,  and  I  cannot  do  it.”  12  Yet  there  can  be 
no  doubt  of  her  general  enjoyment  of  the  life  she 
was  called  upon  to  live.  She  had  her  moments  of 
relishing  solitude,  of  longing  to  get  out  of  the  bustle 
into  some  region  of  quiet  thought.  But  the  mo¬ 
ments  were  few  and  they  did  not  last.  The  habit 
of  wide  and  constant  movement  grew  upon  her,  and 
as  long  as  she  had  strength  and  happiness,  she  found 
herself  mainly  at  home  in  it.  “I  can  give  you  no 
idea  of  the  bustle  we  live  in.  Our  small  rooms, 
irregular  habits,  Tom  always  in  the  parlor,  the 
cards,  the  notes,  the  letters  which  cumber  every 
table,  the  great  crowd  of  personal  friends  of  your 
father  in  Washington,  all  of  whom  desire  to  see 
him,  and  their  wish  should  be  gratified.”  13  It  was 
all  pleasant  and  welcome,  and  a  person  with  eyes 
and  ears  and  a  heart  and  a  brain  like  hers  could 
not  fail  to  find  such  vast  human  opportunities  both 
entertaining  and  profitable. 

ii 

Now  let  us  narrow  the  circle  of  observation  and 

see  Mrs.  Blaine  in  her  home  and  domestic  sur- 
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roundings.  Her  letters  give  the  same  quiet  and 
delightful  play  of  irony  about  these  as  about  the 
larger  world. 

Here  I  may  perhaps  mention  that  in  preparing 
this  portrait  I  have  resorted  to  methods  of  personal 
investigation  which  I  have  rarely  used  before  to 
such  an  extent.  There  is  no  formal  biography  of 
Mrs.  Blaine.  On  the  other  hand,  there  are  many 
persons  living  who  remember  her  well.  Therefore 
I  sent  out  a  table  of  questions  to  a  number  of  these 
persons,  hoping  to  get  information  which  would  be 
a  valuable  supplement  to  the  letters.  My  inquiries 
were  answered  with  the  utmost  cordiality  and  cour¬ 
tesy  by  everyone,  and  I  have  only  gratitude  for 
this  sympathetic  response.  At  the  same  time,  I  do 
not  think  I  shall  again  try  the  experiment.  I  got 
more  information  than  I  wanted.  That  is  to  say, 
the  replies  were  too  general  to  have  any  vivid  sig¬ 
nificance,  and  on  the  other  hand  they  were  alto¬ 
gether  too  contradictory.  Mrs.  Blaine  was  delight¬ 
ful  to  meet.  She  was  very  unpopular.  She  was 
without  ambition,  social  or  otherwise.  She  was  in¬ 
tensely  ambitious.  She  was  in  the  highest  degree 
helpful  to  Mr.  Blaine.  She  was  exceedingly  dam¬ 
aging.  She  was  an  excellent  housekeeper.  She 
was  no  housekeeper  at  all.  No  doubt  the  satanic 

ingenuity  of  the  practiced  biographer  can  reduce 
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all  these  conflicts  to  a  halting  sort  of  harmony.  But 
I  feel  safer  in  relying  upon  the  evidence  of  the 
letters,  unimpeachable  so  far  as  it  goes,  in  regard 
to  domestic  interests  and  everything  else. 

During  the  greater  part  of  her  married  life  Mrs. 
Blaine  lived  in  comfort  and  luxury.  She  had  a  full 
realization  of  this  and  often  portrays  or  suggests 
it  charmingly:  “I  am  left  absolutely  alone  with  my 
servants,  every  want  anticipated,  not  a  room  in 
the  house  not  at  summer  heat,  sunshine  and  open 
fires  vying  with  each  other,  four  horses  and  pony 
in  the  stable,  sleighs  and  robes  in  abundance  and 
the  beautiful  snow ;  every  longing  satisfied,  with  full 
salvation  blessed — what  can  I  need?”  14  Yet  all  this 
comfort  could  not  be  achieved  and  maintained  with¬ 
out  care.  There  were  vast  responsibilities  upon 
her  always,  and  whether  she  discharged  them  well 
or  ill,  and  I  feel  sure  it  was  in  the  main  well,  she 
could  not  get  rid  of  them,  and  she  sometimes  sighed 
over  them.  There  were  establishments  in  Washing¬ 
ton,  establishments  in  Augusta,  establishments  in 
Bar  Harbor.  There  were  guests  coming  and  going. 
There  were  husband  and  children  who  did  not  go, 
or  went  when  you  least  counted  upon  it.  “This 
is  one  of  my  tavern  weeks  —  the  board  being  spread 
for  all  who  come,”  she  says.15  And  when  she  is  older 
and  has  kept  it  up  for  years,  she  murmurs:  “I  am 
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so  tired  that  one  kitchen  with  myself  for  cook  and 
no  dining  room  attached  would  look  as  enviable  as 
Naboth’s  vineyard.”  16 

Servants  were  a  luxury,  but  they  were  a  trouble 
when  you  were  the  one  to  manage  them.  There  is 
the  best  of  evidence  that  she  was  kind  and  con¬ 
siderate  with  those  who  worked  for  her,  and  her 
own  words  indicate  it  often.  Even  when  she  found 
the  work  ill  done  and  the  workers  trying,  there  is 
a  note  of  human  kindness  in  her  complaint:  “What 
it  will  be  to  me  to  get  rid  of  this  loyal,  unfaithful 
servant!  Everything  about  the  place  is  going  to 
waste,  and  it  becomes  each  season  more  difficult  to 
obtain  tidiness  or  neatness,  much  less  nicety,  in 
carriage,  horse,  or  garden.  My  very  soul  is  tired, 
trying  to  get  the  wood  for  an  open  fire  sawed  and 
cut.  The  fires  are  always  mighty  conflagrations  or 
beds  of  ashes.”  17 

xAlso,  to  have  servants,  you  have  to  have  money, 
and  money  was  one  of  the  greatest  cares  and  re¬ 
sponsibilities  to  Mrs.  Blaine,  as  to  the  rest  of  us. 
The  resources  were  usually  sufficient,  often  ample, 
but  they  were  uncertain.  Blaine’s  salary,  when  he 
had  it,  was  considerable,  and  at  all  times  he  had 
an  active  and  on  the  whole  shrewd  business  instinct. 
But  he  had  a  decided  taste  for  expenditure  and  also 

for  speculation,  and  his  doings  in  this  way  were 
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apt  to  be  hazardous  and  were  not  always  creditable. 
In  any  case,  they  worried  his  wife,  who  was  of  a 
more  provident  and  cautious  disposition,  though 
the  gleam  of  gentle  mockery  appears  even  here:  “I 
am  about  my  dressmaking,  and  my  dearer  self — - 
and  certainly  he  might  apply  the  title  with  another 
significance  to  me — is  looking  up  his  sadly  neglected 
stocks.  The  only  question  now  is,  are  they  worth 
taking  any  notice  of?  All  that  fine  Fortunatus’s 
purse  which  we  once  held  the  strings  of,  and  in 
which  we  had  only  to  insert  the  finger  to  pay  there¬ 
with  for  the  house,  has  melted  from  the  grasp  which 
too  carelessly  held  it,  and  we  must  look  about  for 
new  investments,  the  comfort  of  which  I  find  is  the 
inference  that  there  is  still  enough  left  to  spare  for 
investments.”  18 

And  the  uncertainty  of  income  made  spending, 
always  so  deplorably  certain,  an  anxious  matter  to  a 
careful  housekeeper.  She  saves  and  clips  and  cur¬ 
tails  where  she  can;  but  the  needs  are  great,  chil¬ 
dren  must  be  clothed,  visitors  must  be  fed,  a  suitable 
appearance  in  the  world  must  be  kept  up,  the  bills 
rain  in,  and  sometimes  she  cannot  imagine  which 
way  to  turn,  though  here  also  she  smiles  rather  than 
weeps.  “Any  difficulty  but  that  of  money  I  could 
perhaps  surmount,  but  the  unknown,  and  money  is 
always  to  me  the  unknown  factor,  frightens  me.”  19 
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Even  an  almost  empty  purse  is  matter  for  a  sort  of 
tender  raillery:  “I  hovered  on  the  outskirts  to  bid 
him  good-bye,  afraid  to  come  recklessly  to  the  front 
lest  he  should  want  some  money,  and  I  have  only 
three  silver  quarters  in  my  dear  little  purse,  that 
cunning  leather  pouch  which  Jamie  gave  me.”  20 
One  of  the  husband’s  costly  tastes  was  an  especial 
cause  of  anxiety  and  trouble,  though  also  of  varied 
interest,  his  passion  for  building  houses.  The  letters 
have  many  references  to  the  picking  out  of  lots,  and 
weighing  of  their  comparative  merits,  the  attraction 
of  views,  the  varied  possibilities  of  construction, 
and  the  expense  of  it  all.  Then  when  the  house 
was  finished,  it  had  to  be  furnished,  and  the  house¬ 
keeper  had  to  pick  and  choose,  and  arrange,  and 
last  and  worst,  to  pay.  And  she  had  to  dismantle, 
as  well  as  to  mantle,  and  the  dismantling  is  a 
cheerless  business  which  these  merry  designers  of 
houses  are  apt  to  shirk:  “I  am  waiting  now  only 
to  be  strong  backed  and  clear  headed  to  tear  this 
house  to  pieces,  and  by  this  time  next  Sunday,  I 
doubt  not  to  see  these  beautiful  portieres  and  cur¬ 
tains  rolled  away  like  a  scroll,  these  carpets  trans¬ 
planted  like  Aladdin’s,  no  man  knows  whither,  only 
one  woman,  in  short,  everything  that  moth  and  dust 

can  corrupt  withdrawn  from  the  world.”  21 
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Whatever  question  there  may  be  as  to  Mrs. 
Blaine’s  capability  in  other  departments  of  house¬ 
keeping,  there  seems  to  be  none  as  to  her  table.  She 
takes  a  constant  interest  in  the  subject,  both  as  af¬ 
fects  her  own  household  and  that  of  others.  When 
Garfield  is  ill,  she  complains  bitterly  of  the  White 
House  cuisine:  “Such  tough  leather  as  they  had 
there  for  breakfast  the  other  morning  is  a  disgrace 
to  the  cattle  on  a  thousand  hills,”  22  And  Garfield’s 
own  comment  is  perhaps  the  greatest  compliment 
to  her,  “When  I  am  ready  to  eat,  I  am  going  to 
break  into  Mrs.  Blaine’s  larder.”  23  It  is  evident 
that  she  knew  what  good  food  was,  knew  its  impor¬ 
tance  in  domestic  happiness  and  social  success,  and 
meant  to  have  it  available  in  her  house  at  all  times 
and  under  all  circumstances. 

As  to  family  affairs  in  the  Blaine  household  we 
have  as  abundant  and  as  interesting  testimony  as 
with  material  conditions.  Mrs.  Blaine  had  many 
more  or  less  distant  relatives,  and  while  it  is  clear 
that  she  did  not  care  for  all  of  them,  she  speaks  of 
some  with  tenderness  and  appreciation.  Perhaps 
the  nearest  was  Miss  Abigail  Dodge  (Gail  Hamil¬ 
ton),  Blaine’s  biographer,  who  was  a  frequent  in¬ 
mate.  A  certain  amount  of  friction  between  two 
such  high-strung  and  sensitive  women  was  to  be  ex¬ 
pected;  but  Miss  Dodge  was  often  of  the  greatest 
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usefulness  and  some  of  Mrs.  Blaine’s  most  brilliant 
letters  are  addressed  to  her. 

With  her  children  Mrs.  Blaine  is  charming.  She 
toiled  over  them  in  every  way,  from  the  humblest 
mending  of  their  garments  to  the  most  elaborate 
thought  for  their  intellectual  and  spiritual  welfare. 
When  they  are  ill,  she  cares  for  them,  and  when 
they  are  well,  she  enjoys  them.  When  they  are  with 
her,  she  makes  them  happy,  and  when  they  are 
absent  she  writes  them  letters  of  clinging,  longing 
tenderness,  as  well  as  of  delightful  vivacity.  How 
sweet  is  her  comment  on  her  tendency  to  indul¬ 
gence:  “He  is  so  kind  and  pleasant  and  so  bright 
and  gay  that  I  can  refuse  him  nothing;  I  make  a 
very  poor  mother.”  24  But  her  indulgence  was  not 
extravagant.  She  knew  how  to  reprove,  if  not  to 
chide,  and  it  is  said  that  most  of  the  family  disci¬ 
pline  fell  to  her,  since  the  father  was  so  much  away 
from  home.  Yet,  in  spite  of  this,  the  children,  who 
adored  their  father,  adored  their  mother  also.  How 
could  they  help  it?  She  took  such  endless  pride 
in  them,  and  such  endless  comfort:  “Then  the  boys 
— oh,  how  I  miss  them.  They  know  all  I  ever  knew 
— and  I  have  forgotten  much — they  are  fresh  and 
untiring  as  the  sun  which  never  sets — they  are 
loving  and  want  sympathy — old  enough  to  be  com¬ 
panions,  too  young  to  assert  their  rights,  taking 
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everything  as  of  grace,  and  of  their  fullness  I  am 
a  partaker.  Blessed  relationship — the  man  child 
to  his  mother.”  25 

So  we  see  that,  in  her  home  surroundings,  as  in 
her  contact  with  the  more  external  world,  Mrs. 
Blaine  lived  an  intensely  crowded  and  active  life. 
She  was  rushed  from  one  call  to  another,  from  one 
need  to  another,  till  it  seemed  as  if  no  minute  were 
left  even  for  essential  repose:  “The  one  luxury 
which  I  cannot  command  is  time:  it  may  be  made 
for  slaves,  but  it  is  the  breath  of  life  to  free  men.”  26 
Yet  it  might  be  worth  while  to  give  all  one’s  time 
and  more  to  win  from  a  daughter  such  beautiful  and 
touching  words  as  these:  “She  who  never  gave  a 
thought  to  herself,  living  only  in  the  lives  of  others, 
who  was  content  to  be  used,  absorbed,  obliterated  if 
need  be,  in  her  service  of  love,  lives  once  more  in 
these  rescued  leaves,  in  her  forcefulness,  her  hon¬ 
esty,  her  humor,  and  her  splendid  courage  that  was 
so  cruelly  tried*”  27 

in 

Again,  let  us  narrow  the  circle  and  take  Mrs. 
Blaine’s  relation  to  her  husband,  so  engrossing,  so 
absorbing,  that  it  almost  seems  as  if  the  other  rela¬ 
tions  did  not  exist.  Her  social  life,  her  general  do¬ 
mestic  life,  active  and  busy  as  they  were,  centered 
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in  the  end  on  him.  Even  her  children,  much  as  she 
loved  them,  were  disregarded  when  their  father’s 
interests  were  imperiled:  “What  are  you,  my  dear¬ 
est  boy,  what  care  I  for  any  other  name  than  your 
father’s?”  28 

And  still  there  is  the  play  of  light  irony,  about 
the  one  great  love,  as  about  everything  else,  of  irony 
mingled  with  tenderness  in  a  quaint  fusion  which  is 
always  delightful.  She  adores  the  man,  but  she  sees 
his  weaknesses,  and  in  her  confidential  letters  to 
her  children  she  trifles  with  the  weaknesses,  oh,  so 
gently. 

Now  as  to  clothes,  his  taste  in  clothes,  or  his 
mighty  indifference  to  them,  is  curious,  to  a  wom¬ 
an’s  eye.  Cleanliness  he  cares  for,  but  appropriate¬ 
ness  he  utterly  disregards.  When  a  sudden  occasion 
presses,  garments  have  to  be  hunted  up  from  every¬ 
where,  disconnected  things  gathered  together,  and 
contributions  levied  on  everyone.  Old  clothes?  Why 
should  any  one  complain  of  them?  You  know  what 
they  are  like  and  how  they  have  served  you:  “When 
I  went  down  into  the  parlor  on  my  way  to  the 
sleigh,  I  found  all  the  burners  lighted,  while  he 
turned  himself  about  and  about,  admiring  old 
clothes  as  good  as  new — as  good !  a  thousand  times 
better  in  his  eyes.”  29  What  wife  is  there  who  will 
not  understand? 
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Then  his  regularity,  or  lack  of  it.  One  may  not 
be  always  exact  oneself,  but  when  one  is  trying  to 
keep  a  perfect  household,  it  is  a  little  vexatious 
to  have  the  chief  figure  in  it  so  uncertain  as  to  the 
time  element  and  to  what  appear  to  be  the  first  prin¬ 
ciples  of  order.  Nor  is  the  vexation  greatly  dimin¬ 
ished  by  the  knowledge  that  when  the  necessities  of 
business  require  it,  he  can  be  as  precise  as  any  one. 
Note  the  delicious  blend  of  feelings  in  the  follow¬ 
ing:  “First  of  all,  I  miss  Mr.  Blaine.  I  cannot  bear 
the  orderly  array  of  my  life.  I  miss  the  envelopes 
in  the  gravy,  the  bespattered  table  linen,  the  uncer¬ 
tainty  of  the  meals,  for  you  know  he  always  starts 
out  on  his  constitutional  when  he  hears  them  taking 
in  dinner.”  30  And  another  passage  is  a  trifle  more 
serious,  yet  not  too  serious.  Speaking  of  her  eldest 
son,  she  says:  “He  .  .  .  stood  between  me  and  all 
anxiety  in  a  way  which  your  father,  dear  and  inter¬ 
esting  as  he  has  always  been,  never  knew  how 
to  do.”  31 

We  have  already  seen  what  were  the  anxieties 
and  difficulties  about  money.  Mrs.  Blaine  does 
not  attribute  to  herself  any  great  gift  at  economy. 
She  liked  pleasant  and  costly  things,  and  was  not 
the  one  to  blame  indulgence  in  them.  Her  reference 
to  her  husband’s  “dearer  self”  shows  that  she  did 

not  claim  entire  immunity  from  these  weaknesses, 
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But  dollars  had  been  scarce  in  her  youth  and  in  her 

«/ 

later  life  she  could  not  quite  get  used  to  the  free, 
uncertain  flow  of  them:  “If  anyone  had  told  me 
at  your  age,  Jamie,  that  I  should  ever  have  $20,000 
to  handle  at  my  own  sweet  will,  I  should  have  be¬ 
lieved  in  him  or  her,  just  as  I  believed  in  Aladdin’s 
lamp,  fascinating  but  supernatural.”  32  A  reckless 
and  especially  a  careless  expenditure  worried  her. 
Horses  were  agreeable,  houses  were  agreeable;  but 
where  was  the  cash  to  come  from?  When  you  had 
to  pay  the  bills,  and  the  burden  of  adjustment  and 
settlement  came  upon  you,  there  were  moments  of 
worry,  even  approaching  impatience:  “I  have 
drawn  so  much  money  this  month,  how  can  anyone 
who  never  listens  to  or  enters  into  a  detail,  under¬ 
stand  it?”  33 

Particularly  interesting  is  Mrs.  Blaine’s  constant 
comment  on  her  husband’s  health.  He  was  natu¬ 
rally  vigorous,  but  he  was  sensitive  and  imagina¬ 
tive.  How  deftly  does  the  wife  suggest  the  alterna¬ 
tions  of  a  nervous  temperament  in  her  brief  picture 
of  the  morning  hours:  “  ‘Oh,  mother,  mother 
Blaine,’  he  said,  ‘I  have  so  much  to  do,  I  know  not 
which  way  to  turn.’  ‘Good!’  said  I.  ‘Yes,’  said  he, 
‘isn’t  it  perfectly  splendid?’  A  very  different  cry 
from  the,  ‘Oh,  mother,  mother  Blaine,  tell  me  what 

is  the  matter  with  me!’  which  has  so  often  assailed 
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my  earliest  waking  ear,  and  which  always  makes  my 
very  soul  die  within  me.”  34  As  years  went  on,  he 
become  more  and  more  solicitous  as  to  what  was 
the  matter  with  him.  Not  only  his  wife,  but  his 
sons  and  his  biographer  bear  witness  to  his  exces¬ 
sive  fondness  for  doses  and  doctors.  And  the  wife 
ministers  to  him,  evidently  with  watchful  care  and 
perfect  tenderness.  When  real  maladies  assailed,  as 
they  often  did,  no  one  could  be  more  devoted  than 
she.  But  she  had  an  active  and  strenuous  soul, 
and  the  perpetual  nursing  of  the  chimney  corner 
sometimes  fretted  even  her,  since  she  felt  that  he 
might  forget  himself  and  be  making  over  the  world. 
When  the  great  decision  as  to  a  possible  presiden¬ 
tial  candidacy  in  1888  had  to  be  made,  she  grew  a 
little  restless  about  it:  “This  is  one  of  the  days 
when  I  am  not  in  sympathy  with  disease,  when  it 
seems  to  me  that  your  father  is  in  full  possession 
of  all  his  powers,  eating  and  sleeping  well,  driving, 
alert  in  mind,  memory  .  .  .  undimmed.  .  .  .  And 
with  these  prodigious  powers  the  chimney  corner 
and  speculation  on  his  own  physical  condition  are 
all  that  he  allows  himself.  A  pityl”  35 

Nor  is  the  irony  entirely  lacking  even  in  her  dis¬ 
cussion  of  the  affectionate  relation  between  them. 
He  loves  her,  oh  yes,  she  knows  how  he  loves  her. 

Also,  the  great  world  needs  him,  and  she  is  proud 
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of  it,  and  would  not  have  him  lay  aside  his  impor¬ 
tant  duties  for  a  moment  for  any  little  need  of 

hers.  Yet  there  are  hours  when  she  is  sick  and  weak 

• 

and  lonely,  and  she  would  like  him  beside  her,  if  it 
were  possible.  As  it  is  not,  the  best  way  is  to  smile 
about  it.  “I  could  hardly  let  him  go,  I  needed  his 
reviving  society  so  much.  .  .  .  He  had  to  go,  but 
felt  that  my  desire  to  keep  him  was  all  right  and 
natural,  so,  with  a  man’s  appreciation  of  a  woman’s 
nature,  he  promised  to  buy  silk  dresses  for  M,  and 
Alice,  to  say  nothing  of  half  a  dozen  for  myself.”  36 
Then  she  sums  up  the  lovely  mixture  of  his  great 
duties  and  his  domestic  feelings  in  a  phrase  which 
many  wives  will  thoroughly  enjoy:  “I  miss  his  un¬ 
varying  attention  and  as  constant  neglect.” 37  All 
which  is  not  to  be  understood  as  for  a  moment  im¬ 
plying  that  Blaine  was  an  indifferent  husband. 
On  the  contrary,  he  was  a  most  affectionate  one, 
and  his  wife  knew  it  well.  There  is  the  strongest 
evidence  that  he  was  peculiarly  devoted  to  his  fam¬ 
ily,  as  appears  in  his  charming  remark,  when  some 
one  wondered  how  he  could  write  with  all  his  chil¬ 
dren  about  him,  “It  is  because  they  are  here  that  I 
can  write,”  38  and  in  the  comment  of  his  biographer 
on  his  fireside,  “which  he  believed,  and  pronounced, 
and  made  the  happiest  fireside  in  the  world.”  39 

As  to  Mrs.  Blaine’s  fundamental  devotion  to  him, 
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particular  evidence  is  hardly  necessary,  since  it  is 
written  on  almost  every  page  of  her  letters.  To 
be  sure,  the  many  letters  which  she  must  have  writ¬ 
ten  to  him  no  longer  exist.  She  took  care  that  they 
should  disappear,  hunting  them  out  when  he  re¬ 
turned  from  any  absence  and  destroying  them  her¬ 
self.  Only  one  or  two  escaped  this  searching  effort 
on  her  part.  In  these  the  restraint  and  dignity 
of  her  tone  are  noticeable,  as  well  as  its  surpassing 
tenderness  and  sweetness.  But  for  all  the  restraint, 
it  is  clear  that  she  gave  her  whole  heart  and  her 
whole  life  in  the  hasty  love  match  that  took  place 
in  those  early  Kentucky  years.  They  may  have 
married  in  haste,  but  they  never  found  a  moment’s 
leisure  to  repent,  and  the  marriage  continued  to  be 
a  love  match  to  the  end.  Her  words  to  others  on 
the  subject  are  necessarily  slight  and  brief,  but 
they  are  enough  to  indicate  how  complete  and  ab¬ 
sorbing  the  affection  was  and  how  permanent  was 
its  hold  upon  her. 

With  such  a  nature  as  hers,  and  his,  and  with 
such  a  long  and  deep  love  established  between  them, 
it  is  evident  that  her  influence  must  have  counted 
vastly  in  all  the  doings  of  his  life.  Just  how  did  it 
count,  is  the  question.  Was  she  a  help  or  a  hin¬ 
drance  to  his  political  career,  and  how  much?  She 
frequently  expresses  a  dislike  for  politics  in  the 
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abstract!  “Sometimes  I  am  so  deeply  disgusted 
with  American  politics,  our  wdiole  system  of  popu¬ 
lar  government,  with  its  fever,  its  passion,  excite¬ 
ment,  disappointment,  and  bitter  reaction,  that  any 
sphere,  however  humble,  which  gives  a  man  to  his 
family,  seems  to  me  better  than  the  prize  of  high 
place.”  40  But  he  who  was  the  main  substance  of 
her  life  was  so  constantly  interested  in  them,  that 
she  could  not  keep  her  thoughts  off  them,  and  her 
temper  was  so  ardent  that,  if  she  thought  of  them 
at  all,  she  must  think  eagerly,  must  help,  advise, 
remonstrate.  “Your  father  and  I  have  picked  out 
Garfield’s  Cabinet  for  him,  and  have  devoted  to  him 
for  two  mornings  our  waking,  but  not  risen, 
hours.”  41  That  is  the  note  that  often  recurs. 

As  to  the  effect  of  this  active  interest  on  Blaine’s 
fortunes  opinions  differ  remarkably.  I  am  assured 
by  some  persons  that  she  was  a  great  help  to  him. 
Others  assert  that  her  influence  was  disastrous  and 
almost  fatal.  This  view  is  perhaps  most  forcibly 
stated  by  Peck,  in  connection  with  Mrs.  Blaine’s 
antipathy  to  Mrs.  Harrison,  and  consequent  per¬ 
suasion  of  her  husband  to  retire  from  Harrison’s 
Cabinet  and  let  his  name  be  used  in  1892  as  an 
opposition  candidate.  “It  was,  in  truth,  upon  Mrs. 
Blaine  that  the  responsibility  of  this  rather  pitiable 

denouement  rested.  No  authorized  explanation  of 
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Mr.  Blaine’s  sudden  retirement  from  the  Cabinet 
has  ever  been  put  forth,  yet  it  was  perfectly  well 
known  to  many  at  the  time  that  this  step,  so  ill- 
advised  and  so  contrary  to  Mr.  Blaine’s  own  judg¬ 
ment,  was  taken  because  of  his  wife’s  insistence. 
Mrs.  Blaine  was  a  very  masterful,  high-spirited 
woman,  unblessed  with  tact  and  far  too  prone  to 
interfere  with  her  husband’s  political  concerns. 
More  than  once  in  his  career  this  interference  had 
caused  him  great  embarrassment.”  42 

There  may  be  much  truth  in  this.  At  the  same 
time,  I  feel  that  while  certain  elements  of  injury  in 
Mrs.  Blaine’s  influence  may  have  been  more  obvious 
and  spectacular,  the  elements  of  helpfulness  must 
have  been  more  constant  and  more  important.  To 
have  that  clear,  shrewd,  analytical  intelligence 
thoughtfully  working  at  all  times  on  political  events 
and  characters  was  of  incalculable  benefit  to  a  man 
so  impulsive  and  so  sensitive  as  Blaine,  ever  apt 
to  be  unduly  confident  and  unduly  depressed.  The 
evidence  of  this  is  scattered  all  through  Mfs, 
Blaine’s  letters.  It  appears  also  in  repeated  testi¬ 
mony  of  Blaine  himself,  perhaps  most  suggestively 
in  the  word  to  Garfield,  “I  want  you  to  read  my 
letters  to  Mrs.  Garfield  .  .  .  the  advice  of  a  sen¬ 
sible  woi.Aan  in  matters  of  statecraft  is  invalu¬ 
able.”  43  The  most  charming  touch  of  all  in  regard 
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to  it  is  Mrs.  Blaine's  tender  comment,  “He’s  all 
right,  but  he  loves  the  confessional  and  the  lay  sister 
(me)  —  why,  I  do  not  know,  as  I  always  shrive  him 
out  of  hand,” 44 

Whatever  may  be  thought  of  the  value  of  Mrsu 
Blaine’s  advice,  there  can  be  no  question  as  to  her 
immense  admiration  of  her  husband’s  powers  and 
achievement.  Oh,  she  could  criticize  in  all  ways, 
of  course :  it  was  her  nature  to  do  so.  But  her  pas¬ 
sionate  devotion  and  esteem  far  outwent  the  criti¬ 
cism  and  altogether  buried  it.  She  admired  him 
socially,  felt  as  keenly  as  anyone  that  singular 
charm  which  is  insisted  upon  by  so  many,  but  by 
none  with  more  succinct  grace  than  by  her:  “Your 
father  being  in  one  of  his  irresistible  moods,  when 
no  man,  I  care  not  who  he  may  be,  can  surpass  him. 
Then,  as  Mr.  Chandler  says,  I  would  rather  hear 
him  than  eat.”  45  She  believed  in  his  ability,  be¬ 
lieved  in  his  simplicity,  his  sincerity,  found  in  him 
all  the  essential  elements  of  greatness:  “You  can¬ 
not  imagine  how  grand  your  father  seems  to  me; 
perfectly  simple  and  natural,  sleeping  well  and 
eating,  and  without  one  particle  of  pettiness  or 
vanity  in  his  whole  composition.”  46  Above  all,  when 
he  was  attacked  and  vilified,  the  fiery  energy  of 
her  spirit  rushed  to  his  defense.  Could  any  wife 

say  more  than  she  says,  in  the  fierce  hours  of  the 
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Fisher  scandal  and  the  Mulligan  letters?  “X  dare 
to  say  that  he  is  the  best  man  I  have  ever  known. 
Do  not  misunderstand  me,  I  do  not  say  that  he  is 
the  best  man  that  ever  lived,  but  that  of  the  men 
whom  I  have  thoroughly  known,  he  is  the  best.”  47 
Could  the  interplay  of  qualifying  analysis  and  pas¬ 
sionate  affection  be  better  illustrated  than  in  that? 
The  more  one  ponders  on  the  sentence,  the  more 
one  is  impressed  by  the  rich  significance  of  it. 

And  as  she  admired  him  and  loved  him,  so  she 
entered  into  every  phase  and  every  aspect  of  his 
varying  career  with  intense  and  enthusiastic  sym¬ 
pathy.  In  the  events  that  were  more  external  to 
him,  like  the  Garfield  assassination  and  the  excite¬ 
ment  which  ensued,  she  showed  keen  and  anxious 
ardor  of  interest.  And  the  ardor  was  even  greater 
in  what  directly  affected  her  husband  himself.  His 
Speakership,  his  Secretaryship,  his  chances  for 
nomination  in  1876,  1880,  1888,  and  1892,  all  are 
the  subjects  of  her  constant  comment,  as  eagerly 
sympathetic  as  it  is  lucid.  But  the  zeal  with  which 
she  followed  his  fortunes  appears  most  in  her  de¬ 
scription  of  the  crisis  of  the  great  campaign  of  1884, 
in  which  Blaine  and  all  his  friends  had  reckoned 
securely  upon  success.  I  do  not  know  where  you 
will  find  a  more  agonizing  account  of  political 

suspense  and  final  defeat  than  in  that  speaking 

262 


MRS.  JAMES  GILLESPIE  BLAINE 


page:  “I  was  absolutely  certain  of  the  election 
as  I  had  a  right  to  be  from  Mr.  Elkins’s  assertions. 
Then  the  fluctuations  were  so  trying  to  the  nerves. 
It  is  easy  to  bear  now,  but  the  click-click  of  the 
telegraph,  the  shouting  through  the  telephone  in 
response  to  its  never-to-be-satisfied  demand,  and 
the  unceasing  murmur  of  men’s  voices,  coming  up 
through  the  night  to  my  room,  will  never  go  out  of 
my  memory — while  over  and  above  all,  the  per¬ 
spiration  and  chills,  into  which  the  conflicting  re¬ 
ports  constantly  threw  the  physical  part  of  one, 
body  and  soul  alike  rebelling  against  the  restraints 
of  nature,  made  an  experience  not  to  be  voluntarily 
recalled.”  48  Madame  de  Sevigne’s  great  narratives 
can  hardly  beat  that. 


IV 

With  yet  one  more  contraction  of  the  circle,  let 
us  consider  Mrs.  Blaine’s  inmost  world,  that  of  her 
own  closest  thoughts  and  her  own  soul.  In  spite 
of  all  her  devotion  to  her  husband,  of  all  her  im¬ 
mense,  intense  outward  activity,  I  feel  that  she 
kept  this  inner  world  apart  and  intact,  more,  for 
instance,  than  Sarah  Butler  did,  though  perhaps  if 
we  had  Mrs.  Blaine’s  letters  to  her  husband,  as  we 

have  Mrs.  Butler’s,  the  impression  would  be  differ- 
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ent.  It  was  not  so  much  any  distinct  intellectual 
or  aesthetic  enthusiasm ;  it  is  simply  a  sense  in  her  of 
a  certain  self -poise  and  self-possession,  clung  to 
instinctively,  unconsciously,  yet  always  with  an 
unfailing  vigor  of  freedom. 

If  we  knew  more  of  her  early  life,  perhaps  we 
could  trace  more  of  the  foundations  of  this  strong 
individuality.  But  little  is  told  us.  It  is  probable 
that  a  nature  so  intense  must  have  had  quick,  strong 
impulses  in  youth,  and  have  required  years  to  get 
control  of  them.  She  gives  \is  slight  charming 
glimpses  of  those  early  days,  as  in  the  account  of 
a  fit  of  homesickness  at  nine  years  old.49  She  was 
passionately  fond  of  study,  she  says,50  and  the  re¬ 
sults  of  it  show  in  the  bits  of  Latin  scattered  over 
her  pages,  as  in  many  other  things.  She  regrets 
that  she  did  not  make  better  use  of  her  oppor¬ 
tunities:  “If  .1  could  only  have  known,  when  your 
age,  the  high  plane  on  which  I  should  deploy,  I 
might  have  been  the  equal  in  attainment  of  any 
woman  in  Washington,  and,  oh,  that  it  had  been 
given  me  to  know  in  that  my  day !” 51 

She  appears  to  have  had  in  the  main  good  health, 
usually  equal  to  the  demands  made  upon  it.  When 
she  was  ill,  she  was  ill,  and  gave  up :  “Always,  if 
sick  at  all,  I  am  fiercely  ill”; 52  but  she  did  not  like 
being  nursed  or  cosseted:  “To  be  petted  is  not  my 
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forte.”  53  And  she  had  a  splendid  power  of  recov¬ 
ery,  as  she  herself  puts  it:  “Recuperativeness,  I 
suppose  it  is,  for  I  remember  an  old  country  doctor 
telling  me,  when  I  was  a  year  older  than  Flo  Gibbs 
on  her  birthday,  that  I  had  more  recuperative  power 
than  he  had  ever  seen  in  any  other  person.”  54  When 
she  was  ill  and  tired,  she  was  sometimes  depressed. 
Sensitive  nerves  would  rebel  against  the  vast  bur¬ 
den  that  was  put  upon  her.  Sometimes  her  hus¬ 
band  gently  makes  fun  of  her  susceptibility,  as 
when,  after  describing  a  busy  period,  he  concludes: 
“Now,  wasn’t  this  making  the  most  of  day?  Had 
it  been  you,  you  would  have  sat  down  and  cried.”  55 
Sometimes  she  herself  suggests  it  directly:  “I  can¬ 
not  tell  you  how  dull  and  stupid  I  am.  I  loathe  the 
sight  of  the  Department  carriage.  Our  table  is  an 
offense  to  me.  A  novel  takes  on  all  at  once,  from 
the  times,  a  sickly  association.”  56  But  she  fought 
such  moods  with  the  persistent  energy  which  is  so 
marked  in  her,  and  she  urged  her  children  to  fight 
them:  “Do  not  get  depressed.  It  is  a  family  ten¬ 
dency  which  ought  to  be  put  down  with  a  strong 
hand.”  57 

The  ordinary  external  diversions  from  fatigue 
and  melancholy  do  not  seem  to  have  much  appealed 
to  Mrs.  Blaine.  Now  and  then  she  plays  a  game  of 

cards.  She  goes  to  theater  and  opera  and  makes 
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shrewd  comments.  She  occasionally  buys  pictures. 
But  her  thoughts  were  not  on  such  things.  When 
she  at  length  visits  Europe,  after  long  desiring  it, 
her  attention  turns  more  to  people  than  to  places, 
and  she  is  a  number  of  weeks  in  Florence  before 
it  occurs  to  her  that  there  is  anything  to  be  seen 
there.  Then  she  sees  it  dutifully,  with  the  guide¬ 
book  but  I  do  not  gather  that  the  old  masters  trans¬ 
figured  her  life.  Even  nature,  though  she  often 
had  it  about  her  in  its  most  delightful  aspects, 
hardly  gets  a  word  from  her.  A  sunny  day  cheers 
her,  a  dark  depresses,  but  she  is  usually  too  busy 
to  notice  whether  it  is  dark  or  not. 

Nor  does  religion  figure  largely  in  Mrs.  Blaine’s 
brilliant  and  varied  pages.  No  doubt  this  was  in 
part  owing  to  a  fine  and  dignified  reticence,  such 
as  is  indicated  in  her  husband’s  remark  as  to  “those 
topics  of  personal  religion,  concerning  which  noble 
natures  have  an  unconquerable  reserve/’ §8  And 
she  had  nothing  of  the  rhetoric  with  which  the  hus¬ 
band  could  clothe  religion,  like  everything  else, 
when  he  saw  fit.  She  was  a  keen  and  subtle  critic 
of  sermons  and  preachers;  but  spiritual  emotion 
does  not  seem  to  have  often  absorbed  or  trans¬ 
ported  her.  Yet  the  occasional  allusions  to  it  have 
seriousness  and  nobility,  and  in  one  fine  passage 

of  warning  to  a  daughter  who  seemed  likely  to  come 
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under  influences  which  the  mother  deplores,  she 
utters  a  lofty  aspiration  for  spiritual  earnestness 
and  independence:  “You  and  I  shall  find  God  as 
easily  by  our  own  searchings  as  the  Church  has 
found  Him,  .  .  .  and  I  have  no  sympathies  with 
the  cowardice  or  laziness  which  has  caused  so  many 
to  acquiesce  in  the  formulas  of  the  Catholic  Church. 
Weariness  in  well-doing,  when  nothing  seems  won, 
would  have  stopped  every  struggle  for  liberty  the 
world  has  seen.  Millions  drop  out  of  the  fight,  sur¬ 
rendering  with  a  cui  bono,  but  the  few,  the  immor¬ 
tal  few,  who  know  not  how  to  die  nor  how  to  live 
degraded  carry  on  from  age  to  age  the  hope  of 
the  world.”  59 

In  her  general  intellectual  life  Mrs.  Blaine  is 
interesting,  suggestive,  and  active.  Busy  as  she 
was,  she  managed  to  do  a  great  deal  of  reading, 
and  her  comments  on  it  are  intelligent.  She  spends 
an  entire  day  reading  a  new  novel,  and  goes  to  bed 
“feeling  verily  guilty.  May  this  lost  day  never  be 
required  of  me!”  60  She  does  not  much  bother  her¬ 
self  with  abstract  ideas,  and  metaphysical  and  sci¬ 
entific  theories  do  not  get  more  than  a  passing  allu¬ 
sion,  if  even  that.  But  always  there  is  the  keen 
and  curious  insight,  playing  with  the  innumerable 
incidents  and  people  that  throng  about  her.  She 
will  analyze  the  trial  of  Guiteau  and  the  love-affairs 
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of  a  maid  in  the  kitchen  with  equal  penetration 
and  equal  profit,  well  knowing  that  human  nature 
comes  out  as  much  in  the  one  as  in  the  other.  She 
analyzes  men  and  women  at  large,  she  analyzes  her 
husband,  she  analyzes  herself,  as  appears  most 
strikingly  from  one  significant  passage,  though 
every  page  bears  more  or  less  the  impress  of  it: 
“Who  came  after  I  know  not,  every  faculty  of 
mine  being  absorbed  in  analyzing  my  feelings.”  61 
It  is  this  propensity  which  gives  her  letters  their 
constant  interest.  It  is  this  which  makes  me  feel 
that,  in  spite  of  all  distractions,  she  did  keep  an 
inner,  individual  world  of  her  own. 

Yet,  for  all  that  inner  world,  it  is  always  evident 
that  her  heart  and  her  life  were  her  husband’s, 
bound  up  with  him  inseparably.  And  nothing  illus¬ 
trates  this  better  than  the  study  of  the  element  of 
ambition  in  her.  Her  husband  was  ambitious,  obvi¬ 
ously,  openly  so,  though  his  biographers  have  tried 
to  belittle  this  side  of  him  and  to  maintain  that  in 
seeking  office  he  was  only  doing  his  public  duty. 
What  man  who  is  worth  anything  is  not  ambitious? 
Mrs.  Blaine  understood  him  better,  and  summed 
him  up  in  the  little  quotation:  “Your  father  said 
to  me  only  yesterday,  ‘I  am  just  like  Jamie,  when 
I  want  a  thing,  I  want  it  dreadfully.’  They  are 

a  pair  of  J amies.”  62  Which  reminds  one  of  General 
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Lee’s  curious  remark  about  himself,  “I  am  always 
wanting  something.”  What  Lee  wanted  is  not  so 
easy  to  determine.  But  it  is  clear  enough  that  James 
G.  Blaine  wanted  to  be  President  of  the  United 
States. 

Only  the  husband’s  ambition,  though  intense, 
was  fitful,  and  with  breaking  health  it  flickered 
and  failed.  The  wife’s  was  less  manifest,  she  had 
the  stronger  and  deeper  nature,  but  it  was  perhaps 
even  more  intense  and  more  constant.  What  her 
personal  hopes  and  aims  may  have  been  in  the  early 
separate  days  before  her  marriage  we  do  not  know. 
But  it  is  charming  to  see  the  gleams  of  passionate 
ambition  flash  out  in  the  dignified  restraint  and 
quiet  of  her  letters.  There  are  times  when  she  dis¬ 
claims  it,  times  when  she  is  weary  and  wants  only 
quiet  and  a  husband  to  herself  in  peace.  Then 
the  big  world  comes  back  again,  the  anguish  at 
being  fooled  of  the  large  part  in  it  which  she  feels 
herself  so  capable  of  playing.  When  the  nomina¬ 
tion  is  tossed  aside  against  her  wishes  in  1888,  she 
sighs,  “In  all  my  thoughts,  which  are  mostly  sym¬ 
pathy  for  others,  I  never  fail  to  remember  that 
a  nomination  is  not  an  election,  and  that  that  day 
of  doom  has  to  be  lived  through.”  63  When  Guiteau 
is  executed,  she  murmurs,  “Oh,  if  he  only  could 

have  died  one  little  year  earlier,  the  difference  to 
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me!59  64  Lastly,  there  is  just  the  brief  significant 
sentence  about  her  daughter’s  spelling  and  Mrs. 
Cleveland:  “Feminine  Frances  is  spelled  with  an 
‘e.5  Think  of  the  first  lady  in  the  land,  who  is  not 
your  chere  mere  ” 65  What  a  world  of  long  hopes 
and  blighted  ambitions  jostle  one  another  in  that 
trivial  phrase! 

Yet  it  is  evident  that  all  the  ambition  was  insep¬ 
arable  from  him.  She  had  no  desires,  no  aspirations 
that  were  not  intimately  connected  with  his  tri¬ 
umph  and  success.  For  better,  for  worse,  indeed, 
for  richer,  for  poorer,  her  existence  was  bound  up 
with  that  of  him  whom  she  esteemed  “the  best  man 
she  had  ever  thoroughly  known.”  And  it  was 
through  that  association  that  her  life  became  so 
ample  and  splendid  as  it  was,  so  wide  and  pictur¬ 
esque  and  intensely  varied  with  joy  and  sorrow, 
or  as  she  herself  gathers  it  up  in  one  phrase  that 
condenses  the  whole,  “So  much  of  life  and  so 
much  love  do  not  often  go  together.”  66 
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